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. HOURS IN THE VALLEY : 
·AN EXAMINATION OF SOME LEGENDS 
FROM 
CHAUCER' s· Goon· WOMEN 
An Abstract 
For too long a time the in.dividual legends of Chaucer's 
Legend of Good Women have languished under a general crit-
ical labeling of ''boring" and ''monotonous.'' That these ac-
cusations are unjustified, and that the legends themselves 
are rewarding reading are the two convictions motivating 
this study. Most of the criticism aimed at the ''weariness'' 
of Chaucer himself in writing the legends can be explained 
away as a misinterpretation or a restricted reading of 
the text. This paper begins by reestablishing that prem-
ise--that the accusations of authorial boredom have bee~ 
errors in critical judgment. It then proceeds to examine 
the variety existing within what is generally declared to 
be the monotony of the theme. Five of the ten stories 
vary from the proposed theme of women true in loving and 
men who betrayed them. There is further variety in those 
areas which give vehicle to the theme: setting, plot, and 
characters. 
Four individual legends: Cleopatra, Hypsipyle and 
Med·ea,· Ariadne, and Philomela, are studied in relation to 
their sources and when analyzed on the basis of style, 
l. 
tone, and ._universality" of theme 1 each is found to be of 
superior ~nd: di:stinctive quality. 
In general, Chaucer treats his s.ources with respect, 
yet he handles them according to his artistic dictates 
and his declared intention: "to reherce . . . the grete, '' 
and to tell of ''geode wymmen • • • trewe in loving'' and 
''false men that hem bytraien.", In response to both prompt-
ings, he frequently cuts, rearranges, selects at will, 
totally omits or freely adds and expands material. Al-
though this treatment does not directly change the facts 
of the various stories, it definitely changes their effects. 
Under Chaucer's pen, many of the women in these leg-
ends become new characters. Cleopatra, who in Boccaccio 
is a cruel seductress, is a noble, lovingly faithful wife 
in Chaucer. Medea, as Guido and Ovid tell of her, • l.S a 
murdering, fiercely vengeful sorceress; as Chaucer ''makes'' 
her, she is a victim of Fate, helplessly in love with but 
abandoned by a false husband. Philomela, who joins with 
Procne in horrible revenge according to Metamorphoses, is 
·a helpless innocent, weeping pathetically in Chaucer's 
version. These changes are achieved primarily by deletion 
of details which would contradict Alceste's directions to 
tell of women true in loving, and by the addition of details 
which emphasize the falseness of men. 
The manner of Chaucer's telling is- --enhanced by a 
2 
p 
variety of stylistic techriiq.ues and a shifti~g of emphases 
in tone. His style is usually direct an'd deceptively 
effortless, yet revealing. careful attention to structure, 
from granm1atical complexity to utmost simplicity, _ appro-
priate diction, either forceful or gentle as required, 
" felicitous choice of phrasing, effective arrangement of 
details, and clear descriptive narration interspersed with 
striking imager·y. Although the tone varies widely through-
out these four legends, they have in common a sympathetic 
level for each of the women as suffering for the sake of 
Love. In addition, Cleopatra's tone is informative, as of 
historical fact, Hypsipyle and Medea's includes angry de-
nunciation of Jason and matter-of-fact description of event 
and situation. Ariadne's tone swings from angry to matter-
of-fact, from highly amused to deeply pathetic, and Philo-
mela's is grieved. Furthermore, each legend examined has 
" a theme capable of universal application. 
The reading of the individual legends can be a reward-
ing experience because of their artistic excellence evi-
denced especially in response to the criteria applied: 
relationship to sources and analysis of style, tone and 
theme. 
'.) 
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.· I. The ·1egends in General 
Nestled se.curely and irrevocably between Chaucer's 
mountainous accomplishments of the· T·ro·i:lus· and· ·c·riseyde 
and the Canterbury· T·ales·, lies his enigmatic valley,· The 
Legend of G·ood Women. Valley it is, if only by contrast, 
because it is not· a peak of Chaucerian performance; and 
enigmatic it is, especially to recent critics who have 
been making efforts to reevaluate the whole work. However, 
valleys are refreshing and enigmas challenging. The 
Legend of Good Women is worth more than the sunnnary dis-
missal frequently given it by scholars more intent on 
''mountain climbing.'' The Good Women who live in the valley 
are charming pieces of femininity and the reading of their 
stories makes for a most enjoyable experience of Chaucerian 
accomplishment. 
The Prologue, of course, has received the lion's share 
of critics' attention. Because of its intrinsic beaaty and 
charm, it has been indisputably valued as a work of art, 
with all the concomitant critical output lavished on such 
works by scholars. It has merited attention also because 
of the interest sparked by the existence of the second 
version and the controversy over the priority· of the F 
(Fairfax) or G (Cambridge University, Gg. 4.27) manuscript. 
4 
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Of t.he many scholars who have studied the problem and made 
·judgment, it would seem that J.ohn L. Lowes satisfactorily, 
if not definitively, settled the point that the G version, 
despite its existence in only one manuscript, is the later, 
-
revised version. At least, F. N. Robinson, in his master-
ful The Works· ·of ·G·eof·frey Chaucer was convinced enough to 
accept the objective lucidity of Lowes' argument. 1 
The nine individual legends, however, are another 
matter. These ten, beautiful-but-troubled women (the story 
of Hypsipyle is told in Medea's legend) have been variously 
ignored or labeled as boring by critics through the past 
century. Direct appraisal of the Legend seems to be 
lacking until the time of Skeat's edition of the work in 
1889. 
According to Caroline Spurgeon's table of the relative 
popularity of Chaucer's poems at different times, the total 
number of literary references to The Legend of_ Good ivomen 
for 300 years after Chaucer's death,- that_is, up to 1700, 
was only about 13 as compared, for example, with the 
Canterbury Tales' 53, or the Troilus' 115 references. 2 
Apparently most of these are merely in the form of allusion 
or quotation, as, for example, that of Edward 2nd Duke of 
York's prologue to his book The Master of ·the Game 
(c. 1406) who explains ''as Chaucer sai~ in this prologue 
~ of the xxv good wymmen. Be wryti~g have men of ymages 
passed for writyng is ve keye of alle good remembraunce. '' 
5 
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From 1700 until Skeat's edition, Miss Spu!geon's table 
has no references recorded; however, the index does list 
about 10 references, most of which are again quotations or 
printings, especially modernizations. It is impossible to 
know, in the apparent absence of direct connnent, whether 
or not the Legends were included by those who highly 
praised Chaucer's writings; by those who, because they 
did not understand, criticized them as rough and crude; 
by some of each group; or whether they simply were not 
known, In his article ''The Legend of The Legend of Good 
Women,'' Robert W. Frank, Jr. claims that the references 
''suggest" that the Legend was found delightful by the 
fifteenth and sixteenth century readers, and held in 
esteem by nineteenth century readers. 3 In two separate 
notes he explains the first statement by declaring Miss 
Spurgeon's list incomplete, and the second by noting the 
popularity of the piece as evidenced by selections, 
translations and cormnents in various works (p·. 112). 
Unfortunately, he doesn't give any proof of the claim for 
"delightful," not citing any direct praise, and the 
number of references he gives to printings in the nine-
teenth century up to Skeat (though he does not claim it 
as complete) is only six, five of which are in Miss 
Spurgeon '.s listing. Whether or not this can rightly be 
construed as enthusiasm for the· Legen·ds, there is, 
6 
at least·, the absence of a.dverse criticism until Skeat" 
: ·Frank's careful study has provided evidence for the 
origin of the con.cept of Chaucer himself as being bored 
with the Le:gehd. In his previously mentioned article, 
Frank presents a valid case for dispelling the ''legend'' of 
Chaucer's boredom. Frank notes that the history of 
· "boredom'' accusations starts with W. ii. Skeat' s statement 
in the Preface to h~s 1889 scholarly edition of the 
Legend, that Chaucer "grew tired of the task, and at 
last gave it up in the middle of a sentence. 114 This 
pronouncement seems to have set the tone of future com-
mentaFy, and Frank traces the development of the idea by 
Lounsbury, Bilderbeck, Root, and Tatlock, each one build--
ing on the other and reinforcing argument by quotation 
from the text until the condition of Chaucer's alleged 
weariness had reached the stage of accepted ''fact.'' 
While Frank makes allowances for the way in which this 
particular "legend'' grew, he claims that the concept of 
Chaucer as bored with his legends is nonsense. According 
to Frank, Chaucer had been interested for years in both 
the material (his respected sources being Ovid, Virgil, 
and Guido delle Calonne), and the theme (having listed 
heroines of love in Book of the Duchess, House of Fame, 
-
Prologue to rewrite it, and he referred to the L·egend 
7 
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by name in the prolo.gue to. the· Man· of· L·aw' s Tale even 
listing its table .of contents. Root- and Tatlock had both 
quoted F 570-577 to support their suggestions that Chaucer 
was weary with the work before he even finished the 
Prologue. Frank says: 
A writer does not go on with a project if he 
tires of it before he begins; he abandons it. If he is under unavoidable external pressure 
to carry it out, then presumably he keeps 
silent and finishes it. Chaucer did neither 
.... The passage cited from the P~ologtie demands no such interpretation--indeed, it 
will not bear it: 
I wot wel that thou maist natal yt ryme, That swiche lovers diden in hire tyme; 
It were to long to reden and to here. Suffiseth me thou make in this manere, 
That thou reherce of al hir lyf the grete, After thise olde auctours lysten for to trete. For whoso shal so many a storye telle, Sey shortly, or he shal to longe dwelle.' 
(F 570-577) 
The passage mereij stresses, before Chaucer begins, what is to be the essential method 
of handling his sources here--to 'reherce 
of al hir lyf the grete.' The relative brevity is required by the project's nature: 
'whoso shal so many a storye telle,/ Sey 
shortly, or he shal to longe dwelle.' The 
tone is businesslike. There is no weari-
ness at all.5 
Frank would explain the criticized ''haste':' of Chaucer to 
finish his work and be done, and the various texts quoted 
by scholars as proof of their theory, as being: first, 
misunderstanding of the text itself; se·condly, the 
rhetorical technique of ''abbreviat·io, the shortening or 
cutting of one's material • • . a frequent tactic of 
8. 
(which) is ·o·c·cup·at·io·, the re.fusal to desc·ri.be or narrate 
while referring brie.fly to a .subject or scene'' (p. 119); 
and thirdly, an authorial roleplaying development of the 
comic possibilities inherent in the ''penance'' of showing 
women as true and men as fal.se. 
Frank believes that those pass~ges most often cited 
as evidence of Chaucer's weariness are instead his use of 
the device of o·c·cupat·io. "Chaucer,'' he says, ''uses the 
device to abbreviate, to indicate he is cutting his 
material, to intensify, to conclude a scene, and to serve 
other rhetorical purposes (p. 120). Most of the minor 
passages named by the critics a&proof of ''weariness" 
can be explained by thl:s concept of occupatio, e.g. from 
Cleopatra: 
The weddynge and the _feste to devyse, 
To me, that have ytake swich empryse 
Of so many a story for to make, 
It were to longe, lest that I shulde slake 
Of thyng that bereth more effect and charge; 
For men may overlade a ship or barge. 
And forthy to th' effect thanne wol I skyppe, 
And al the remenaunt, I wol lete it slipp·e. 
(616-622) 
Frank coilllllents: 
Our uncertainty about Chaucer's source for 
this legend makes it impossible to say pre-
cisely how he is treating his source material 
here. The function of the occupatio is, 
nevertheless, clear enough. It serves to 
intensify, to suggest without elaboration a 
ceremonial occasion and enables him to move 
on quickly with his narrative. Occupatio 
is used so often as a kind of shorthand for 
feasts and celebrations that it appears to 
9 
be a stock device _or ·topos; I would suggest Calling it the ,' feasting QC.C·Upatio I • (p, 121) 
Point by point Frank takes each ·quote cited in proof of 
Chaucer's boredom and explains it as filling a rhetorical 
need for Chaucer: of necessity reducing large sections of 
Virgil's Aene·id for Di.do, dropping the final grisly re-
venge of Philomela and Procne on Tereus, revealing an 
attitude toward the character of Demophoon by the lines: 
"Me lyste nat vouche-sauf on hym to swynke,/ Ne spende on 
hym a penne ful of ynke'' (2490-91). Of the last example, 
-Frank further states that this occupatio by its semi-comic 
tone, serves to intensify the attitude. As for the more 
frequently quoted passage from Philomela: 
This revel, ful of song and ek of daunce, Laste a fortenyght, or lytel lasse. 
But, shortly of this story for to passe, For I am wery of hym for to telle, 
Fyve yer his wif and he togeder dwelle, Til on a day she gan so sore longe ... 
. (11. 2255-60) 
Frank points out at least three instances of Chaucer's use 
of similar phrasin_g, none of which has been interpreted as 
literal weariness: - from the Man of Law's Tale, ''I may 
nat telle hir wo until to-morwe,/ I am so wery for to 
speke of sorwe'' (B 1070-71); from the Canon's Yeoman's 
Tale: ''It weerieth me to telle of his falsnesse, / And 
natheless yet wol I it expresse'' (G 1304-05); and especial-
10 
ly from the· Tr·o-ilus :· 
Thow, .redere, maist thi.self ful wel devyne 
That· swich a wo my wit kan nat diffyne. 
On ydel for to write it sholde ·r swynke, 
Whan that my wit is. wery it to thynke" · 
(V, 270-273) 
Having shown the language to be recurrent in Chaucer, Frank 
views the· Ph·i·1·om:ela passage as at least a Chaucerian topos, 
serving the purpose here of spanning a five-year interval 
in his source, and again reinforcing an attitude toward 
the villain, Tereus. 
Finally, there remains what Frank calls "the passage 
which spawned the thesis that Chaucer wearied of the 
Legend" (p. 128)--the one glossed by Skeat in 1889: 
This honourable Phillis doth hym chere; 
Hire liketh wel his port and his manere. 
But, for I am agroted herebyforn 
To write of hem that ben in love forsworn, 
And ek to haste me in my legende, (Which to performe God me grace sendel) 
Therefore I passe shortly in this wyse. 
Ye han wel herd of Theseus devyse 
In the betraysynge of fayre Adryane, 
That of hire pite kepte him from his bane. 
At shorte wordes, ryght so Demophon 
The same way, the same path hath gon, 
That dide his false fader Theseus. 
(11. 2452-64) 
Again the purpose is functional. The source for· Ph.yllis 
(Heroides) is sparse on details~ An occupatio here hints 
at an absent narrative scene and avoids repetition of a 
story like Ariadne's with Theseus. 
Admitting to a difficulty in connection with tone, 
11 
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Frank states: that the. general seriousness is not invariable 
and ''the fluctuation of sober and light, the momentary 
breaking of a solemn mood by a comic irreverence, is char"!'" 
acteristically Chaucerian'' (p e 129). The comic possibili-
ties of the situation are found inherent in the theme, 
praise of good women, and in the authorial role, doing 
penance for maligning the good name of women. The theme 
opens itself to humor by the falseness of the generaliza-
tion making all women loyal and all men false. The 
authorial role of performing a penance provides comic po-
tential by lending itself to groaning and complaining 
beneath the burden of expiation required. 
Chaucer's use of the technique of abbreviatio had 
also been made the basis of a statistical study by W. Nel-
son Francis, of not only The Legend of Good Women but of 
all Chaucer's works.6 ,Francis, however, calls it ''self-
conscious abbreviation," and claims that the ''abbreviating 
tags are on the whole most frequent in tho~e writings 
where Chaucer is most dependent on a source ... and • • • 
least frequent or not present at all in his most original 
·_ writing such as the Wife of Bath's Prologue'' (p. 1129). 
He gives three reasons for Chaucer's use of abbreviation: 
the material itself really is too long to include; Chaucer 
-
recognizes ''his own tendency to prolixity;'' and it is 
important in maintaining rapport with the audience. The 
12 
relationship of Chaucer with ·a listening .audience has been 
stressed repeatedly and rightly, if we are to realize the 
experience and project the intent of the oral-delivery 
poet. According to Francis, the self-conscious abbreviation 
serves to take.the audience into the author's confidence, 
connnenting on the work as it progresses and reassuring 
his hearers that he will not bore them, or informing them 
of a shortening where their literary experience expects 
inclusion (p. 1136-1137). 
This very self-consciousness of the author intruding 
his thoughts, personality, persona, etc. is one of the 
strongest assets of Chaucer's success according to Robert 
M. Jordan in his study ''The Limits of Illusion: Faulkner, 
Fielding, and Chaucer. '' 7 
. 
Jordan contends that there is a 
need to acknowledge the limits of illusion in order to 
reveal truth. Modern writers such asFaulkner, have taken 
great pains to remove themselves from their writing, and 
by the presentation of the reality-creating illusion of 
participation, they suppress the ''fictiveness" of the 
novel, and simply leave the reader stranded in the center 
of an experience. This subduing of identity and blurring 
of the ''I'' and ''not-I" leads to a confusion of the real 
and unreal not found, for example, in the earliest novels 
when even as far back as Fielding the attempt to create 
, 
illusion is found. However, the intelli.gerit re.ader 
13 
participates with Fie.lding in moving beyond the very 
evident illusion into the realm of reason and sensibility 
and so recognizes the distinction between the real and 
unreal, the truth and the untruth of characters, situation 
and incidents, and consequently, to fuller enjoyment of 
them, the author, and his own perception of what the author 
is saying and achieving. Jordan maintains that Chaucer's 
method is a step better than this, and that his greatest 
value lies in the complete fictiveness of the tale--the 
persistent consciousness of the narrator in control .. He 
says: 
We come to know the teller as an engaging and 
lively personality. He is master of the rhetoric 
of the public raconteur and he is able to move 
freely between the idiom of familiar speech and 
the high style of epic discourse. He is always 
diffident toward his sources and scrupulous not 
to ''falsen'? or distort his matter D He is at 
times casual about the events he relates, at 
times intensely involved, but he is always near 
at hand to explain or evaluateD Indeed, the 
central figure in such a crucial episode -as 
Criseyde's betrayal of Troilus is neither the 
lady nor her seducer, but the narrator, pained, 
compassionate, histrionically reluctant to say 
the worst: - ''Men seyn--I not- -that she ya£ 
hym hire herte." (p. 302) 
The value of the narrator-controlled tale, then, as 
Jo'rdan sees it, is in moving beyond the confines of the 
individual experience, because all along the reader has, 
through the author's clearly defined relationship to him, 
been conscious of his own identity and the ''teller's'' 
14 
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as separate from the ·t.ale ~ This consciousness enables t.he 
reader to transcend t.h.e experience to an awareness of its 
position in relation to t.he universal truth within the 
whole structure of Creation. Jordan, of c.ourse, is 
speaking specifically here of· Troilus and· Criseyde, but 
the narrator-audience relationship he describes here is 
consistently Chaucer's, and it does appear in the Legend 
of Good Women. Understanding this relationship as a 
method or style of presentation, reinforces the arguments 
and opinions of Frank already mentioned in connection with 
the technique of abbreviatio, and of Francis regarding the 
narrator as forming rapport with his audience. Jordan's 
claim that Chaucer, by his skillful use of the narrator-
audience relationship, leads his reader to transcend the 
experience and relate it to universal truth, moves the 
criticism into that realm of universality which is perhaps 
the necessary vantage point for examining The Legend of 
Good Women. 
It is important to be mindful of the value to literary 
judgment of what Wellek and Warren call ''perspectivism'' 
and define as meaning ''that we recognize that there is one 
poetry, one literature, comparable in all ages, developing, 
changing, full of possibilities ~,B Of equal importance is 
their statement that '-'most philosophers since Kant ·and most 
men seriously concern.ed with the arts ~gr.ee that the fine 
15 
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arts, including literature, have a uni.que character and 
value. One cannot, says Theodore Gre.ene,. for example, 
'reduce artistic quality to other more primitive quali-
ties ... the unique character of the artistic quality 
of a work can only be immediately intuited, and though 
it can be exhibited and denoted, it cannot be defined 
or even described'.''· (p. 251) 
All of Chaucer's work, including The L·e:g·end ·of ·G·ood 
Women, is of artistic value. However, the ''intuiting of 
the artistic quality" and the measuring of the degree of 
quality are sometimes personal, preferential and dependent 
on sensitivities responsive to the individual work. In 
spite of the vagueness and the subjectivity of these 
criteria, it is in the totality of the immeasurable effect 
of such intangibles as style, tone, and universality of 
theme that the judgment of quality ultimately is made. 
This paper will attempt to show by examining style, tone 
and universality of theme, that individual l~gends in The 
Legend of Good Women and not merely the Prologue are of 
excellent artistic quality. This will be accomplished 
by starting with a brief overall view of the whole set of 
nine legends, which will then lead into an analysis of 
four of the individual ones: 
Medea, Ariadne, and Phi.lomel·a. 
Cleopatra, Hypsipyle and 
These four are chosen 
l 
.b.ec.ause they illust·rate ·adequately the variety _of 
. 16 
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techniq_ue and 1 ef.fect _at Chaucer's cormnand and can s.erve 
as au mo.del for his achievement in all of the l~gends,, 
others of which. have already b.een considered as .successful 
by the critics, although primarily on the basis of narra-
ti.ve technique .. 9 
For the legends as a whole two frequent points of 
criticism (in addition to the accusation of Chaucer's 
weariness with his work) , have been the ''monotony" of the 
theme and the puzzling nature of the tone.10 It is 
/ 
almost true that the theme--women faithful in loving and 
men false--is the same; except that we are faced with 
Cleopatra and Thisbe whose men are not false, and 
Hypermnestra whose man is selfish, cowardly, or thought-
less, but probably not deliberately ''false.'' Lucrece is 
faithful in loving her husband, but he is not the one who 
"falses'' her, and Philomela' s love is sisterly love for 
Procne--not even under Cupid's jurisdiction--though Tereus' 
raging lust is. 
If this is the case with the theme itself in five out 
of the nine legends, it is not at all true that the 
legends are monotonous in those areas that give vehicle 
to the theme: setting, plot and character. Although 
the setting is vague according to time: ''whylom, '' ''on a 
day bef el an aventure, '' or ''After the deth of Tholome the 
k~g" and ''ivhan Troye brought was to destruccioun, 11 the 
17 
places are. geographically. exact and. varied; . Egypt 1 Rome 
and t.he sea; Bab.ylon; Carthage;· Thessaly~ the Isle .of 
Lemnos and the Isle of Col chis;· Rome; Cre.te; Thrace and 
Greece; Rodopeya; and Greece. 
Where basic plot is concerned, there do not seem ever 
to be any more than two repeat situations. There are only 
t\vo men who really seem "madly'' in love: Antony and 
Pyramus; there are two whose hearts burn with the fire of 
blind lust toward innocent women and who rape them: 
Tarquin and Tereus; and there are two men who each have 
three women named as wife in their histories: Aeneas--with 
Creusa lost in Troy, ''sely'' Dido, and later in Italy, ''a 
lady, hyghte Lavyrie'' (1. 1331); and Jason--with Hypsipyle 
"bedoted," Medea useful for getting the golden fleece, and 
a third one ''the daughter of the kyng Creon'' (1. 1661). 
Only two of the men are shipwrecked on foreign shores, and 
gratefully accept all help from the gracious queens--
including the queens themselves: Aeneas and Demophoon. 
Finally, two handsome young men are in effect made ''offers 
they cannot refuse" when the powerful women in question 
provide escape from death in return for the .·p.romise of 
marriage: Theseus and Jason. As examples of one-of-a-kind, 
there is the heartless, deliberate ''japing" of Hypsipyle 
by Jason and the likewise heartless sprint of Lyno, the 
"swift . 
• • and lyght of f ote. '' (1. 2711) 
Similarly, from the women's angle, the situations do 
18 
not exceed .two of the same, Two loves· are p.assionate and 
mutual; the experienced, mature love of Cleopatra for 
Antony, and the sweet, innocent love of Thisbe for Pyramus; 
. two are wildly raging and uncontrollable loves: Dido's and 
Medea's; two are opportune loves: Ariadne's (chance to 
be a duchess and perhaps a queen), and perhaps Hypsipyle's 
(there are no men· on the island); and two loves are 
thwarted by fate: Cleopatra's and Thisbe's. There are 
two gracious and naive queens who are "easy marks": 
Hypsipyle and Phyllis; two on the other side of the ''forced 
bargain": Medea and Ariadne; two women of strong wifely 
constancy: Lucrece and Hypermnestra; and lastly, there 
are the two tragically violated: Philomela, the sister-
in-law, and Lucrece, the friend's wife. 
For any set of two listed, men or women, the individ-
ual circumstances are so different as to allow a totally 
unique story. Who would ever link Cleopatra with Thisbe 
for sameness of incident? 
joined in the above lists. 
Yet twice their names are 
Even where the stories seem most 
• 
alike, as with Hypsipyle and Phyllis, there is.variation: 
Jason is not shipwrecked; Demophoon is. Demophoon's ship-
wreck reminds one of Aeneas'' shipwreck, but Dido is no 
Phyllis--and so on. 
The external circumstances of the characters show the 
least variety, but in the makeup of court personnel and 
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Chaucer's audience there was not· much variety to begin with. 
Chaucer presents his heroines: . four in the role of queen, 
three as princesses, two fair young maidens and one Roman 
matron. The objects of their love are: one Roman senator, 
two king's sons, one king's nephew, two sons of Lords, a 
Lord of Thrace, a Lord in search of a country and a Duke 
of Athens. The external role does not of itself,however, 
make the story the same. , Rather, any content depends upon 
the author's treatment of it for "'its final worth. 
Therefore, the task remains of moving from the 
general material aspects of Chaucer's content to some of 
the specific handling of that matter. Accordingly, in 
each of the four Legends--Cleopatra, Hypsipyle and Me·dea, 
Ariadne, and Philomene, the analysis will involve a com-
parison of its content with that of the source with a 
special view to Chaucer's method of handling what he 
found before him, specifically examining style, tone, 
and universality of theme. 
"At Cleopatre I wol . . . begynne. '' 
-~ 
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I·I~ CLEOPATRA 
• 
Chaucer does· not credit his source ·for this first 
and briefest of his l~gerids. Perhaps the most recent and 
most complete bibliography of possible sources is that 
given by R. W. Frank, Jr. 1 However, Shannon, although he 
acknowledged the possibility of several other sources, 
presumed that Chaucer knew the Cleopatra story from 
Boccaccio's De Claris Mulieribus and De Casibus· Virorum et 
Feminarum Illustrium, because all the facts used by Chaucer 
are contained-in Boccaccio.2 Although Chaucer's exact 
source is not known, what is known, is that the accounts 
available, including (and perhaps especially) Boccaccio's 
are rather sparse_and quite detrimental to Cleopatra in 
several areas of the telling: her lasciviousness, her 
cruel accession to the throne, the debilitating effects 
of her love on Antony, her being first ·to flee from the 
battle of Actium, and her attempt to beguile Octavian after 
Antony's defeat and death. None of these would have worked 
to Chaucer's purpose and so he either skillfully omitted 
materials or else dipped them into rose-color to make 
a tale better suited to the directions he had been given 
py Alceste. One of the difficulties in. twentieth-century_ 
treatment of any of these legends is the foreknowledge of 
the story with which the reader is equipped, and a 
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resultant temptation to berate Chaucer for l.ack of exact-
ness. - .However, on car.ef.ul examination it .becomes clear 
that Chaucer does not change the ·story he uses, but merely 
selects (as he states in the ·prologue that he will), the 
''grete'' of the matter bes·t suited to praising women constant 
in love. Cleopatra must be true in loving all her life. 
Such fidelity requires integrity of character, and so 
' Chaucer chooses not to tell the details of fratricide that·· 
assure Cleopatra's reign, merely stating the fact of her 
succession. Boccaccio's account of her allurement of 
Julius Caesar and his further statement that she had 
''become almost the prostitute of Oriental kings" would 
disqualify her from his list of faithful ones and so the 
only mention of any beloved is Antony.3 To portray her as 
completely loyal, Chaucer does not tell of her turning away 
her purple sail from the battle until after he has declared, 
''Antony is schent, and put hym to the flyghte'' (1. 652), 
and, finally, Chaucer does not even present Cleopatra as 
meeting Caesar face to face, so there is no opportunity 
for an effort at seduction. It becomes simply an estab-
lished fact that Cleopatra could ''have no grace" of him. -
However, the phrase becomes almost lost and forgotten in 
the interest of the closing scene where beyond a doubt, 
according to Chaucer, her love and devotion to Antony 
motivate both her building of the preci.ous shrine and her 
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own death. The narrator::r tells of the first: 
This woful Cleopatre hath mad swich routhe That ther is tonge non that may it telle .. 
But on the morwe she ·wolde no lengere dwelle, But made hire subtyle werkmen make a shryne 
• • • e • • • Cl e e C • e a e e O e fit e e • • And let the cors enbaume, and forth she fette This dede.cors, and in the shryne it shette. (11. 669-672; 676-677) 
but from the queen's own mouth comes the statement of her 
avowal: 
That ryght swich as ye felten, wel or wo, 
. . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The same wolde I fele, lyf or deth,--And thilke covenant, .whil me lasteth breth, · I wol fulfille ... 
(11. 689; 692-694) 
If the present day reader c·an ''suspend'' his knowledge 
of the historical Cleopatra story, he may approximate the 
open-mindedness of Chaucer's audience. When this first 
legend is anticipated as concerning a woman whose name 
and story is not known, it immediately takes on new 
dimensions by removing the barriers of prejudice. When 
this is done, the two lovers become romantic victims of a 
love so intense ''That al the world [they) sette at no 
value'' (1. 602). 
Structurally, the 126 lines of the Cleopatra legend 
are divided into four verse paragraphs. Paragraph one 
gives the character and situation description; par~graph 
two restates the author's need to be brief; paragraph 
three recounts the preparation for and the actual battle 
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at se:a; and paragraph four begins with ·c,leopatra' s flight 
and Antony's death,· and then -extols Cleopatra's faithful-
ness in love even to the point of her own death. 
Paragraph two comprised of only e~ght lines is not 
really a part of the story line, but rather contains the 
author's declining to relate the details of wedding and 
feast, and is incidentally, one of the many reminders stud-
ding the Leg·end, that he intends to tell many stories and 
that he will, therefore, relate only the ''grete. '' This 
''grete'' is contained in the other three paragraphs, in 
each of which Chaucer's style serves him well because of 
the skill with which he handles his language. 
The first paragraph is only thiity-six lines long. 
In it Chaucer accomplishes a great deal. With simple, 
direct narration he introduces his main characters, the 
beautiful Egyptian queen, Cleopatra, and the worthy Roman 
senator and warrior, Antony. The situation is described 
in a straightforward manner with little decoration. 
Antony doomed by fate to meet failure is sent to conquer 
realms for Rome. He is instead conquered by love for this 
Egyptian Queen--a raging love that blinds him to his former 
values, making him false to his wife and his country so 
that he 
. . . wolde algates han anot.her wyf; 
For which ·he tok with ·Rome and Cesar stryf 
. 
. 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • But love hadde ·bro~ght· this man in swich a r~ge, 
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And hym so narwe bounden in h.i,s las 1 . Al for the love ·of Cleopataras 
Tl:iat al the world he set·te at no value~ 
, (11 ~ 594-5; 599-602) 
There follows an assurance ·of the mutuality of the 
relationship: ''This nob.le queen ek loved so this knyght/ 
Through ·h.is desert, and for his chyvalrye'' (1·1. 607-608). 
It should be noted that the weight of the word ·so is not 
that of an adverb governing a result clause; instead it 
means ''in the same way.'' Their' exchanged love leads to 
their wedding and the reader is made to feel that this is 
fitting. Although Chaucer openly states that Antony is 
a ''rebel'' to Rome and that he left Caesar's sister ''false-
ly,'' both reprehensible acts, he softens these wrongs by 
blaming Fortune which "hym oughte a shame," and Love which 
''hym so narwe bounden in his las'' that he rs almost not 
responsible for his actions. At the same time he continues 
to praise Antony who is a "ful worthy gentil werreyour'' 
of personal ''desert,'' "chyvalrye, '' "gentillesse, '' ''discre-
cioun, '' and ''hardynesse, '' and his death was of ''ful gret 
damage.'' The effect of the repeated praising of Antony, 
along with the emphasis on the intensity of their love 
~- affair, is one of sympathy for the lovers. Having intro-
duced his characters, established their relationship with 
each other and with Rome, the narrator ''skips'' over the 
details of the wedding to plunge ·into the heart of the con-
flict with ·Fate--the battle at sea. 
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This ·third paragraph.,· despite .its brief thirty lines, 
vivi.dly and dramatically pres·ents the action-pac.ked naval 
-battle ·at ·Actium. · Scho.field cons:iders it ''by far the most 
. -
striking part of Chaucer's first· legend. ,,4 Schaf ield' s 
intent ''is to show that its peculiarly stimulating effect 
is due to the fact that the poet here pictured an ancient 
scene with the color of recent events'' (p ~ 139). This · 
task, Mr. Schofield does admirably well, showi~g the par-
• 
allels between Chaucer's version of Actium and Froissart's 
account of three different battles in which the English 
took part: Sluys (1340), Espagnol-sur-Mer (1350) and La 
Rochelle (1372). Granted that current interest in naval 
battles would have made such an account desirable and 
acceptable, the mere fact of its existence and the incor-
poration of terms and details would not guarantee its 
success. What does vivify the whole passage is again 
Chaucer's superb handling of his language. There is, of 
course, the evident alliteration noted and compared by 
Robinson (and others) with that of the tournament in the 
Knight's Tale, and apparently used as a ~device for a 
battle scene as a carry-over from the 14th century Alliter-
ative Romances.5 
Of perhaps greater import is the h~gh density of 
verbs used and the nature of the verb·s. A table ·of compar-
ison is enlightening. 
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Para .. 1 
Para .. 3· 
Para. 4 
No. of 11~ 
36 
30 
52 
-Active · Pas,s. 
23 •' ~ 2 
30 · 1. 
46 3 
Copul, 
. 11 
2 
8 
Inf in. 
• 
4 
9 
4 
Total 
40 
42 
61 
No,te that in all passages Chaucer's use of verbs is 
proportionately greater than one to each line 1 but for 
paragraph three, it is almost ·1.,5 verbs to each line. In 
addition, those verbs which are active voice do not merely 
describe conditions or mental activity such as: had, 
befell, thought, owed or wished from the first paragraph, 
all of which are past tense. Instead, the active verbs of 
the third paragraph give a vivid sense of physical action, 
e.g. hurtle, come, run, press, dive, sting, rent, etc. 
Besides this, the presence of infinitives, such as: to 
sail, to shout, to shoot,· to set on, livens up the account 
with a feeling of immediacy and continuity, while the 
whole battle scene employs the historical present. The 
sum of all this careful attention to verbs is a dramatic 
and easily visualized scene. 
After the ''longe day in fyght, '' Antony's fleet is 
routed in defeat and Chaucer moves to the last act. Para-
graph four with its 52 lines is the longest of this legend.·· 
In swift succession the first two scenes depict Cleopatra's 
fleet sailing away, and then Antony's despair at losing 
the battle and her, which leads, of course, to his suicide. 
There follows Cleopatra's grief, finding its ·expression in 
her building the shrine to bury Antony, and its culmination 
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in her own suicide in the pit of serpents. This last sec-
tion dealing with the sad .o.utcome carries the chief point 
of Chaucer's choice of this legend for telli~g: namely, that 
Cleopatra l.oved Antony so deeply and so strongly, that with 
. ' 
his death she resolved to die also, and that she had the 
fortitude to do s·o. 
Just as the choice of his verbs colored the section 
on the naval battle bright with action, so it is the poet's 
diction that tints the last section with exotic hues and 
soft shadows. The sail is "purpre''; the queen's feelings 
are of "drede'' and ''distresse''; she makes great ''routhe''; 
the workmen are ''subtyl"; the shrine is of fine stones, 
especially deep ''rubyes"; there is ''spicerye," ''enbauming, '' 
the "dede cors, '' and a pit of serpents--all of which work 
to build a rich, exotic atmosphere. There is the grey 
sadness behind the woe of Cleopatra, her ''sorrowful herte'' 
after the ''blissful houre/ That I yow swor to ben al £rely 
youre--'' (1. 683), her "hertes remembraunce'' of Antony, her 
"covenant'' and the ''ful good herte'' with which she enters 
"among the serpents in the pit.'' 
There is nothing startling about any of the language 
used in the whole legend. There is little really striking 
visual imagery beyond the purple sail, the flash of rubies 
in the shrine, and the sun shining into the eyes of the 
enemy at battle.· Most of the sound is in the heart of the 
sea fight--shouting, shooting, and the ''grysely soun" of 
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the ''grete_ gonne''; and the other senses get short shrift 
with the barest mention of a ''feast,'' the "cuppe'' brought 
to the fighting seamen, the sweet heavy aroma of the 
spices in the tomb and the feel of the serpents in the pit 
and their inevitable sting. 
Neither is the sentence structure elaborate or in any . 
way complicated in technique. Effective--yes, as, for 
example, with the emphasis placed on the condition of 
Antony, by the inverted order of "Rebel unto the toun of 
Rome is he'' (1. 591, italics mine), or the use of a phrase 
about the city of Rome four separate times in the first 
sixteen lines._ There is a compelling irony in the fact 
that ''out of Rome" a senator came to conquer kingdoms "unto 
the toun of Rome," and yet because of Fortune he is a 
rebel ''unto the toun of Rome,'' and he ''tok with Rome and 
Cesar stryf." The turnabout is completed surely and 
swiftly with Chaucer's carefully placed phrasing. The 
addition of Caesar at the last mention incorporates the 
personal aspect of Antony's crime--it is Caesar's sister 
who has been wronged by Antony's madcap love affair. The 
repetition of ''Rome'' is not obtrusive, yet serves well a 
purpose of effect. 
There is a simple cleverness of implication in the 
subtle phrasing of ''She wax his wif, and hadde hym as hire 
leste" (1. 615). Nowhere else does the woman dominate. 
f. 
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Where ·chaucer uses t.he. exp.ress:ion ~gain in speaki~g of 
Hypsipy.le he says that Jason '' .· .· . wedded was/. _Unto the 
queen, and tok of hir .substaunce/ _\-vb.at so hym leste. « • '' 
(1. 1559-1561). Th~ direct reference is to her goods, but 
by extension it refers to the queen also since the next 
line adds ''And upon hire begat he ·children two.'' 
Similarly, of Demophoon he says, ''And doth with Phillis 
what so that hym leste" (1.2469). In both instances it is 
the man who is filling his desires. The expression is 
used in one other place. In telling of Dido and Aeneas 
(perhaps by reason of the intensity of Dido's passion) it 
becomes plural. ''The wikke fame upros, and that anon,/ 
How ~neas hath with the queen ygon/ Into the cave; and 
demede as hem liste'' (11. 1242-1244). Although the phrase 
as such is not used in the other stories, the idea is gen-
erally the accepted one of male domination. Only in 
Cleopatra is it as ''hire leste. '' Perhaps this is part of 
Chaucer's way of softening, without losing totally, what 
his sauces impute to Cleopatra's pqwers of seduction. ·she · 
is the one who controls. 
In the heat of the battle scene, Chaucer details a 
. 
series of specific actions expressed by sentences or 
clauses beginning ~ith adverbs or prepositional phrases. 
~--J J 
'"' Then he most· effectively changes the presentation 9f four 
consecutive lines by straight .subject-verb-object structure, 
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ea,ch one introduced._ b.y t.he .word He t 
He st·yngetb._ hym upon h.is speres ord; He rent the seyl with ·hokes· lyke a sithe; H_e bryngeth .the cuppe, and biddeth hem be blythe; He poureth pes·en upon the ·haches slidere; (11. 645-648) 
The emphasis on· h.e swings th.e whole rhytlnn of the passage, 
and the simple form again aids in speeding up the action. 
Then returning to the effective use of inverted order, 
Chaucer places the verb first to describe the queen's flight. 
"Fleth ek the queen, with al hire purpre seyl." The most 
important thing here is the fact of flight and the emphasis 
falls on it by its position--first, and its form--a verb. 
When he speaks of the spices used for the shrine, Chaucer 
again shifts a word, ful to get the best results: "And 
putte ful the shryne of spicerye" (1. 675). The emphasis 
on full suggests the abundance and the aroma of the spices. 
To repeat: there is nothing startling about the lan-
guage nor elaborate about the structure. The style is sim-
ple and direct but carefully "ordered to do what its author 
aims to do: tell the story as briefly as possible, of two 
lovers thwarted by fate, stressing the woman's love as 
stronger than death. " 
A few attempts have been made to prove that Chaucer's 
tone was not serious in his treatment of these legends, 
but rather that they are satirical in their conception.6 
.3:1 
,:-- .. 
It does not· seeni likely that the Cleopat:r:,-a Legend is sat~ 
iri.ca,1, Where Chaucer .(or a.ny, writer worth his salt) 
intends satire i he puts enough ·1ice that there is· no need 
for a fine-tooth ·comb to expo.se them, If Chaucer intended 
Cleopatra to be satire, he concealed it admirably. It 
would seem instead that he is serious in treating this 
legend as ''storyal soth • • • no fable.'' Even in those 
three spots where the narrator intrudes there is little 
lightening of tone. The first intrusion which is the sec-
ond paragraph, is a business-like statement of a sense of 
obligation--he must speak of.what bears most effect. 
The weddynyge and the feste to devyse, To me, that have ytake swich empryse Of so many a story for to make It were ·to longe, lest that I shulde slake Of thyng that bereth more effect and charge; For men may overlade a ship or barge. And forthy to th'effect thanne wol I skyppe, And al the remenaunt, I wol lete it slippe. (11. 616-623) 
Granted that this could be a part of the role-playing where-
by the narrator is under obligation to tell only the high-
lights of each story, it then lightens the factual presen-
tation he has been following. However, Chaucer does what 
he says here: the lost battle ,is the high point and after 
· that the two suicides are certainly integral to the story. 
None of these could be omitted--they are definitely "to 
th'effect." 
The second narrator intrusion is a reproach to men 
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who swear falsely that they will die if their beloved is -
mer.ely ''wr_oth, '' and an exhortation to see what a· woman can 
.•. 
do when., s.he swears ·to die ·for her lover~ 
But herkeneth.1 ye that speken of kyndenesse, Ye men that falsly sweren many an oth That ye wol .deye, if that youre love be wroth, Here may ye sen of wemen which a trouthel 
(11 ~ 665-668) 
Again, this might be a part of an exaggerated reviling of 
men to fit the humorous possibilities opened by the "battle 
of the sexes.'' However, again this praising of women true 
and telling of men false, is part of the narrator's assigned 
task and the instance of a woman swearing to and actually 
dying for her lover's sake is a fact carried out by the 
story. 
The final comment by the narrator ends the legend. 
These four lines begin on a matter-of-fact basis, move through 
the tongue-in-cheek stage, and end with a little laugh. 
And this is storyal soth, it is no fable. Now, or I fynde a man thus trewe and stable, And wol for love his deth so £rely take, I preye God let oure hedes nevere ake! 
Amen. 
(11. 702- 705) In view of the fact that Chaucer while writing would 
have had in mind his oral delivery and its effect on an 
audience he knew well, there is nothing really surprising 
about the lightness of tone found here and recurring through-
out the course of the l~gends. This is part of the concept 
of the narrator-in-control that is at t.he heart of Chaucer's 
poetry and probably springs from the fact of his personal 
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presentation, It would be ·fitting that Chaucer joke with 
.,_ 
his audience from tine.to time~ This is quite normal for 
any good story-teller but especially so for one with the 
apparently delightful personality of Chaucer .. It is not 
necessary to construe the lighteried tone as an indication 
of a mockery of each story as it occurs~ There is instance 
of this same type of narrator intrusion with apparent 
·change of tone in T·roilus: 
N'y sey nat this al ~only for·thi$e·,men, But moost for wommen that bitraised be Through false folk; God yeve him sorwe, amen! That with hire grete wit and subtilte Bytraise yow! And this commeveth me To speke, and in effect yow alle I preye, Beth war of men, and herkneth what I seye!--
(V , 17 7 9 - 8 5 ) 
yet this is not generally interpreted as making fun of his 
story. ' 
Furthermore, on the grand scale of tragedy the psy-
chological value of comic relief is an accepted and praise-
worthy insertionG Shakespeare used to perfection whole 
scenes to ease the strain of his heaviest works. These 
legends are not heavy tragedies, but they do deal with the 
deep emotions of love and sorrow, especially the sorrow 
springing from lost or betrayed love, and Chaucer's narra-
tor by inserting his own brigh~ personality (which he does 
almost as a matter of course) gives a light relief to his 
audience while maintaining his position as master of the 
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tale, 
This ·little conclusion. serves ·further as a transition " . 
·to the next one, ''The Legend of Thisbe _ '' Cleopatra had 
taken her life rather than live without Antony~ Chaucer 
prays that his head not ache till he· finds a man so true as 
' . 
she--and he innnediately finds one by~recalling Pyramus who 
killed himself because he thought his beloved Thisbe was 
dead. The immediacy of his finding is the result o~ the 
normal mental processes of searching for the example needed, 
and at the same time, the ready example does bring a chuckle. 
However, at the closing of the Thisbe Legend, Chaucer says 
that he finds but few true men in his books and so he has 
told of Pyramus here. Once again the statement is supported 
by the poem. All the remaining legends tell of ''false" men. 
It certainly seems that Chaucer's tone in ''Cleopatra'' is 
seriously matter-of-fact and that he presents Cleopatra as 
a woman worthy of admiration for her steadfast love and her 
courage in meeting death. 
The reader's credibility is not at all strained by the 
facts of the story as presented by Chaucer. Of course, 
there is not the full character development found in Tro·ilus 
and· Criseyde, but the· L·e·g·end is of an entirely different 
nature. It is not one super, in-depth, step-by-step study 
of the beginning, growth, blossom, and death of one love 
affair as is the T·r·o·i·lus, but is rather a series of examples 
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of ''faithful'' women. · It is theme which is all important in 
all nine of these li.ttle ·works, and here ·in ''Cleopatra'' it 
is stro~g and clear--a woman's love can be so intense that 
everything el.se 1 including life itself, loses· its value in 
contrast to that love. The characters of Cleopatra and 
Antony are sub.servierit to this theme. Chaucer presents 
them simply, and the audience must accept them simply, on 
his word. It is easily within the realm of plausibility 
that a handsome and personable soldier far away from wife 
and country would be enamoured of any exotically beautiful 
Egyptian woman. When she happens to be the queen, powerful 
and accessible, it would seem almost inevitable. On the 
other hand, it is also not unusual that a queen would be 
fascinated by a politically powerful Roman senator, and so 
the whole affair is within credibility. The greatest diffi-
culty is in accepting the fact of Cleopatra's actual suicide 
for love. However, this is precisely Chaucer's strongest 
point in the recounting of this particular love story, and 
probably his reason for placing it as first in the series. 
He provides credence by the strength of love's ''las'' that 
motivates Antony to brave Rome and Caesar for Cleopatra's 
sake. So then the mutualness of the love (accepted on the 
word of the narrator)_ guarantees a love of sufficient strength 
in Cleopatra to count th.e wo.rld and life as worthless with-
out Antony. An added note of dignity befitting the position 
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of· a queen stems {r9m the f.act that Cleopatra has sworn 
that s.he· would feel, so far as possible, whatever her lover 
felt whether life ·or .. death~ · Keeping this covenant becomes 
a matter of royal honor which provides additional str~ngth, 
if needed 1 to see her past .death. 
As Chaucer presents the lovers, especially Cleopatra, 
they are honorable, courageous, nobl·e, and, most important 
for his intent, faithful in loving. Unfortunately (the 
reader is made to feel), Fate is working against them, and 
they are doomed to end unhappily. This concept of the im-
possibility of overcoming Fate is within the experience of 
virtually all men. The situation of two people so in love 
that nothing else matters, and the inexorable opposition of 
Fate are capable of application in everyman's life, though 
the circumstances of position, wealth, and power are differ-
ent. The possibility of so intense a love as that of Cleo-
patra and Antony may not become an actuality in all lives, 
but that potentiality is felt within each man even if only 
as a hope or a dream, and all men do hope and all men do 
dream. 
In summary, Chaucer used only the bare facts of his 
source, softening the character of Cleopatra's bad qualities 
or omitting them altogether in order to present her as one 
of love's heroines. His st·yle is simple and direct, partic-
ularly effective because of his forceful diction and atten-
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tion to struc.ture~ The tone is serious and i.nformatiye, 
-
and the t.heme is universal 't · All in all Chaucer gives The 
' 
· Legend of Good Women a neat and promising beginning with 
his ''Legend of Cleopatra"" 
' 
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III. HYPS IPYLE AND MEDEA 
. 
. 
With Cleopatra~ Chaucer had placed his emphasis on the 
faithful woman dying for love.. In his second legend, 
''Thisbe" he gives equal value to the true man and the true 
woman--each one committing suicide because of the loss of 
the other. Pyramus kills himself because he mistakenly 
thinks the lion has slaughtered Thisbe, and then Thisbe 
kills herself because Pyramus is really dead. The third 
legend, "Dido" begins necessarily with Virgil's background 
of the Trojan defeat, ·concentrating on Aeneas, but it definitely 
becomes Dido's story. In his fourth legend, because Hyp-
sipyle and Medea are both involved with Jason, Chaucer 
shifts the narrator's attention to concentrate here on the 
false man, and it becomes more accurately the legend of 
Jason. The introduction severely berates Jason for ,wfalsing'' 
two women, one-third of the ''Legend of Hypsipyle'' is spent 
in giving Jason's background, and obviously he is the link 
between the two legends since the affairs.with Hypsipyle 
and Medea appear as incidents on the journey of the Argonauts. 
Al-though allegedly it is the story of Hypsipyle, Jason pre-
dominates, as the narrator tells ·of the arrival ·of ·3·a·s·on, . 
. 
the welcoming· ·of· ·J·a·s·on, the ·entertainment ·of· J·ason, the · 
description and praise· ·of· J·a·s·on by Hercules, the wedding ·of 
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·Ja·son ~ and t.he untruth ·of· J·a·s·on ~ Two pass~ges. only are 
Hypsipyle • s, and both of them turn ~gain to Jason: the 
. scene in which, roaming the cliffs, she sees Jason's ship 
arrivi~g and graciously sends a messenger to greet and wel-
come him; and her letter of complaint to Jason with its 
appeal for pit.y. Similarly, in the ·Medea story, there is 
the narrator's declaration of false Jason's lust, Jason's 
arrival at Jaconitos in Colchis, Jason's meeting with the 
King, Oetes, and Jason's entertainment by Medea, followed 
by another description of Jason. Medea is necessarily given 
a little more space than Hypsipyle because she must explain 
to Jason the danger and impossibility of getti?g the golden 
fleece unless she ''his helpe be'' (1. 1616) . Yet even so, 
the narrator's attention is predominantly focused on Jason. 
For his sources Chaucer draws mainly on Guido Delle 
Colonna' s Historia Trojana, Bk. i-, Ovid's Metamorphoses vii, 
and Heroides vi and xii, though there is also the possibili-
ty of his using Valerius Flaccus' Argonautica, Hyginus' 
Fables xiv and xv, and Statius' Theb·aid, v. 
The opening twenty-eight lines are not found in any of 
the known sources but are apparently original with Chaucer. 
The narrator's excoriating attack on Jason introduces this 
two-part legend and sets the ·tone with ve.hemenc·e. Part I 
which is Hypsipyle's story comes in two sections.· The , 
first based on Guido's account,. gives the backgr.ound of 
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Jason~ ·s family (and posit.ion, and the circumstances leadt~g 
to his voy~ge in quest of the. golden fleece~ The second 
· section tells of the arrival at Lemnos·~ the plan of Jason 
(aided by H·ercules·) to ensnare Hypsipyle ,· its success, his 
eventual desertion of her, and her grief. The apparent 
source of the actual Hypsi,pyle section is Ovid's· H·e·ro·id·es vi, 
''Hypsipyle to Jason.'' Part II, Medea's story, continues 
i 
mostly from Guido's· Historia Trojana with some of the con-
tent of Ovid's Hero ides xii, ''Medea to Jason" included. 
To begin the comparison with the sources, it is neces-
sary to skip the introduction for the time being, • since 
apparently it is original with Chaucer. The beginning of 
Hypsipyle's legend which explains Jason's condition and pur-
. pose--to obtain the golden fleece, follows Guido rather 
closely. However, the actual story of Hypsipyle is not in Q 
Guido, and Chaucer claims Ovid in his Epistles as his author. 
Robinson states that Chaucer's account ''contains circumstan-
ces not derived from Ovid and not in agreement with the 
narratives of Statius, Valerius Flaccus, or Hyginus. Chau-
cer may have invented them. ,,l 
In his careful comparison of Chaucer with the Roman 
writers, Shannon names as missing from Ovid's account but 
present in Chaucer's: the meeting between Jason and Hypsip-
< yle, her entertainment of him and his companions, and his 
winning her with the help of Hercules.2 At the same time 
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he notes that in Flaccus ~· Arg!)nautica ~ the who·.1e story is 
very much like that of Aeneas ·and Dido·'! However, those three 
incidents mentioned above ·are ·very important to Chaucer's 
version, especially the third one~ This circumstance clear-
ly characterizes the. guilt of Jason and t.he heartless 
nature of his intentions~ 
And al this was compassed on the nyght 
Bytwixe hym Jason and thi·s Ercules .· 
Of these two here was a shrewed lees, 
To come to hous upon an innocent! 
For to bedote this queen was here assent. (11. 1543-47) 
The deliberate scheming to make a fool of Hypsipyle in such 
a way is inexcusable. 
Strangely, Chaucer makes no mention of the fact that 
there are no men on the island of Lem.nos. There are a few 
possibilities open here. If Chaucer's audience already knew 
well the story and were aware of an all-woman population, 
then Hypsipyle is certainly suspect, and perhaps guilty of 
opportunism and probably deserves what she gets. Or it may 
be that even with no men around, she simply has the normal 
romantic expectation in every young woman's heart of the 
' 
coming of the Right man. Neither case excuses Jason, though 
the second one by reason of Hypsipyle's innocence, magnifies 
his offence. To perpetrate a "joke'' that so closely in-
. valves a person's deep emotions and her whole life is no 
joke at all. 
Another possibility as to why Chaucer might not have 
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ment-ion.ed a man~-less island, is. :that- Hypsipy·le •·s story was 
comparat.ively unknown· to. his hearers. This would mean that 
Chaucer is again selecting or· arra~ging his mat·erials to 
suit his .purpos·e I! · Since he seems to intend an emphasis on 
the false man, Jason, it would be ·logical for him to omit 
any mention of the all-female population of Lemnos, to 
avoid an accusation against Hypsipyle for opportunism. In 
-fact, the instance of the male messenger sent to greet Jason 
- and Hercules, may very well have been deliberate on Chaucer's 
part instead of an oversight as Robinson and Shannon seem to 
think. 3 ·· Shannon especially feels that since the whole epi-
sode of landing so closely parallels Aeneas and Dido, Chau-
cer may have inadvertantly retained a male messenger. The 
similarity of the stories, according to Shannon, may also 
account for Hercules' role as companion and aide to Jason 
as Achates was to Aeneas.4 Of course, this is a definite 
possibility, but it would seem to be more in keeping with 
Chaucer's genius to lay the incident to the account of de-
liberate planning, particularly in keeping with the anti-
Jason surface tone. 
For the Medea section, Chaucer returns primarily to 
Guido with a closing piece from Ovid's· He~·o·i·des, "Medea to 
Jason." Once again Chaucer is most selective in the points 
of his story which he emphasizes. As Shannon has observed, 
Chaucer shifts the weight of culpability from Medea to 
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Jason and .also applies· to Jason the lustful ap.petite which 
Guido had· ascribed .to all women (p" 218) _ Though Medea 
waxed ''enamoured upon this man" (I.· 1610), again Chaucer 
blames it not on her lust· but on Fortune, using a line simi-
lar to the one about Antony: 
(Antony) So fil it, as For.tune hym oughte a shame 
. (I. 589) (Medea) And, as Fortune hire ought·e a foul myschaunce 
. (·1. 1609) 
This tactic serves to make her also a victim of Fate. 
Chaucer omits any mention of the compulsive murderess 
the sources present. With tremendous lack of details,. he 
says: 
Now hath Jason the fles, and horn is went 
With Medea, and tresor ful gret won; 
But unwist of hire fader is she gon 
To Tessaly, with Duk Jason hire:; le:f:, 
That afterward hath brought hire to myschef. 
For as a traytour he is from hire go, (11. 1651-56) 
This abrupt passage omits her vicious dismemberment of her 
young brother Absyrtus to delay her father's pursuit, and 
the deception of Pelleus' daughters, whereby on pretext of 
giving him rejuvenation (as she had transformed an old ram 
into a young lamb), at her urgi~g, they dismember their 
father. Since Medea had substituted an ineffective brew 
for the magical restorative, Pelleus is dead and Medea- guil-
t·y. · Of her children, Chaucer merely says, ''And with hire · 
laf.te ·his yonge children two,/ And fal-sly hath ·betraysed 
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hire~ allasJ ''- (1.1,. 1657-58) ., Ke spa:t;es telli~g how }1edea 
kills the two. chi ..ldreri befo.re J~son is. eyes~ because this 
shows a fierce ·veng.eful spirit not in line with the ·image 
Chaucer is required to present ..... --a woman faithful in loving 
all her life. In the sources, th.at same vengeful spirit 
wreaks the death by fire of her who was ''the thridde wif 
anon,/ That was the daughter of the kyng Creon'' (11. 1660-
1661). 
As Chaucer obliterates the killer-Medea, he almost de-
-letes the powerful, frightening sorceress in her--almost. 
He has named, in a half-vague manner, the difficulties 
attached to obtaining the golden fleece: 
But it [fles of gold] was kept alwey with a dragoun, And many other merveyles, up and doun, And with two boles, maked al of bras, That spitten fyr, and moche thyng there was. (11·. 1430-33) 
T~is passage is in the section on Hypsipyle giving the whole 
background of the reason for the voyage, and does not elabo-
rate on ''other merveyles" and ''moche thyng." ·· In Medea's por-
tion of the ''Legend'' all threat of danger or difficulty 
comes from Medea's own assertion of· the impossibility of 
accomplishing the task without her help. ''For whoso wol 
this aventure acheve,/ He may nat wel asterten, as I leve,/ 
Withouten deth, but I his helpe be" (11. 1614-16), and later: 
Tho gan this Medea to hym declare The peril of this cas, from poynt to poynt, And of his batalye, and in what disjoynt He mote stonde, of which no creature, Save only she, ne myghte his lyf assure. (11. 1629-33) 
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Such emphatic assertions would certainly incli_ne ·a man to 
desire ·her helpt Medea does not allow much choice. The 
agreement -for aid is "That Jason shal hire wedde· .· .· .' '' 
(1~ 1636) .. The reader knows the dangers from the previous 
passage, but here t.here is only Medea's declaration that 
she can save his life and then the narrator's assurance 
that she "taught LJason] how he shal nat fayle/ The fles 
to wynne ... / And saved hym his lyf ... /. Ryght thourgh 
the sleyghte of hire enchauntement" (11. 1646-50). This 
,tenchauntement''· is the only mention of any witchery or mag-
ical element in the story. It is the slightest possible of 
references to the supernatural powers of the Medea of class-
ical mythology. Obviously, Chaucer does not wish to present 
the powerful, fiery, passionate ·Medea. He has softened her 
to another character altogether. She is as easily vulner-
able as Hypsipyle--a bit "wiser" since she manages to board 
ship as his wife, but as readily discarded as Hypsipyle is, 
even with her two children. And as Chaucer depicts her, 
(despite the fact that she does the initial maneuvering of 
the wedding) she is the same kind of helplessly mourning, 
abandoned wife that Jason made of Hypsipyle. This fact re-
turns the thought to the original stance that this legend is 
aimed at the ''false man'' in fulfillment of the seconcl part · 
of Chaucer's ''penance'' to tell "Of good wymmen 1 maydenes and 
wyves 1 I That ·weren trewe in lov~g al hi.re lyves ; / . And 
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telle of false men that ·.hem .bytra.ieri'' (F 484-486) , It is 
, 
clear that Chaucer has again used his sourc·es only as they 
accord with ·his propo.sed intention, 
Th.is fourth of the legends lias a complexity of struc-
ture that none of t.he others have, since none is divided 
between two women. · The introduct·ion in its diction and 
imagery is filled with hunting terms. Jason is the hunter, 
who with ·his ''recleymyng'' and "lures'' easily snares women 
and victimizes them. Or in a fitting metaphor, he is a 
false fox stealthily devouring a tender capon at night. 
Though he has no right to the fowl, yet he enjoys the bene:· 
fits of it. 
The vehemence of the tone hardly seems warranted, yet 
·in light of what precedes and what follows, it is acceptable. 
This is the fourth legend. In legends one and two, ''Cleo-
patra'' and "Thisbe, '' neither Antony nor Pyramus is reprehen-
sible in conduct toward the beloved. Legend three is ''Dido.'' 
Virgil's Aeneas is excused on the noble count of ''the will 
of the gods." Chaucer rather disregards the excuse, paying 
it only scant notice and treating it as a feeble excuse of 
false Aeneas: ''And ek Mercurye his message hath presented,/ 
That nedes to the con.quest of Yt_ale/ _ My dest·ine is sone for 
to sayle; '' (11, 1297-99), but Chaucer does not wholehearted-
ly and roundly den.ounce him.. Jason, on the other hand, is 
fully culpable; yet even were ·.he not so, Chaucer could be 
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said simply to be ·following the sources~ ·Guido had .deliv-
ered a long second-person harangue to Jason chiding his un-
faithfulness~ Chaucer capitalizes on this attitude~ Jason 
-is the exemplar of those men about whom Chaucer talks in 
the· ··Pro·i·o·gue: ''That al hir lyf ne do nat but assayen/ How 
many women they may doon a shanie; /_ . For in youre world that 
is now holde a game" (F 487-489). This is the reason put 
forth by Alceste.- for telli~g of false men--it is now held 
as a game, and this "gaming'' is specifically Jason's of,,fense: 
''to bedote this queen [Hypsipyle] was here assent'' (1. 1547). 
It all fits ·very neatly, even to punning on the word ''gam-
ing'' to use the hunting imagery. Seen in this light, Jason 
could rightly warrant the anger of the poet. Alt49~gh 
others are denounced--Tarquin, Theseus, Tereus, Demophoon--
none is given quite the same tirade as Jason, perhaps be-
cause while they offend through passion, none is guilty of 
Jason's cold-hearted scheming to ensnare the women's affec-
tions. 
The Hypsipyle section is in two parts. First there is 
the general background taken from Guido. This is straight 
descriptive narrative, informing the reader about conditions 
in Thessaly--Jason's relationship as nephew to King Pelleus, 
PelleusT concern.and envy at Jason's popularity, Pelleus' 
scheme ·to send Jason in quest of the golden fl.eece, hoping 
thereby for Jason's .destruction bec.ause of- the. dangers 'at-
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tached, the preparation of the shi.ps and the departur.e. 
The second part tells of the arrival at Lemnos and the af-
fair of Jason with Hypsipyle. The diction here is definite-
ly courtly language. The queen, as was her custom, sends a 
messenger to do Jason and Hercules ·''socour'' and ''plesaunce 
of verrey bounte and of curteysye'' (1. 1478·). The presen-
l 
tation is dramatic--''Isiphile . . . / romynge on the clyves 
by the se'' (1. 1470), Jason and Hercules embarking in the 
cog, the messenger sent to welcome them, the meeting with 
Hypsipyle, their entertainment at the court. Scene succeeds 
scene in clear-cut sequence. Even Hercules' lavish praise 
of Jason is easily envisioned as being spoken into Hypsip-
yle's trusting and eager ears. Frequently, the effect is 
accomplished simply by one well-chosen line or phras·e. For 
example, there is the setting for the scene along the beach 
when Jason and Hercules come to shore to refresh themselves 
and take the air. The poet says: ''The morwenynge attempre 
was and fayr'' (1. 1483). The beauty of the bright morning 
shines all around those lines and is reinforced by the fact 
that already Hypsipyle, in her ''pleying, '' is also out walk-
ing along the cliffs by the shore. There is an indication 
of the discreetness of the laws of hospitality. T.he queen 
does not ask outright who they are, but ''withinne a day, or 
two·, or thre 1 / She ·knew, by folk that in his shipes be,/. 
That ·it was Jason, ful of rename,/ . and Ercules . . . '' (11. 
' 1.s:11.-14). And there ~is the final~note of gentle ·pathos ''Ne · 
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nevere hadde she j o.ye· at. hire herte ~ / But deyede, for his 
love, of sorwes smerte'' (11 ~ 1578-7·9) .. 
The Medea section with ·its brief hundred lines is re-
stricted and concise,' and again is primarily descriptive 
narrative except for the two nine-line paragraphs of dia-
logue between Jason and Medea when the ·"bargain" is about 
to be made. A brief detailed analysis of some of Chaucer's 
grannnatical structure reveals a tight complexity worthy of 
the sophistication of the prose of Henry James, but far sim-
pler in its effect and far more direct and concise than that 
amazing, modern gentleman's style. Examine the first para-
graph of the Medea section:5 
1580 To Colcos comen is this due Jasoun, 
1581 That is of love devourer and dragoun. 
1582 As mater apetiteth forme alwey, 
1583 And from forme into forme it passen may, 
1584 Or as a welle that were botomles, 
1585 Ryght so can false Jason have nopes. 
1586 For, to desyren, thourgh his apetit, 
1587 To don with gentil women his delyt, 
1588 This is his lust and felicite. 
1580 
1581 
15821 
158}Y 
1584 
1585 
1586 
1587 
1588 
Inverted order 
Relative clause metaphor 
Compound adverbial clausel 
Adverbial clause J double simile 
Main clause 
Adverbial clause - causal 
Noun clause - using noun and verb infinitives 
Main clause · 
The purpose of the passage .seems to be~ and the. effect is, 
another emphasis on the evil nature of Jason. If Jason is 
a villain, Medea looks virtuous .(especially when .Chaucer is 
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at work passing over her unsavory characteristics), The 
similes clearly define the fate in store for Medea. 
The second paragraph of fourteen lines is one sentence 
which moves Jason speedily from his disembarking,at Colchis, 
to the capital city of the~island_, through an audience with 
the king, to the banquet table seated next to the wise and 
fair Medea. 
1589 Jason is romed forth to the cyte, 1590 That whilom cleped was Jaconitos, 1591 That was th·e mayster-toun of al Colcos, 1592 And hath ytold the cause of his comyng 1593 Unto Oetes, of that centre kyng, 1594 Preyinge hym that he moste don his assay 1595 To gete the fles of gold, if that he may; 1596 Of which the kyng assenteth to his bone, 1597 And doth hym honour, as it was to done, 1598 So fer forth that his doughter and his eyr, 1599 Medea, which that was so wis and fayr 1600 That fayrer say there nevere man with ye, 1601 He made hire don to Jason companye 1602 At mete, and sitte by hym in the halle. 
Again the structure is complex but with no wasted words. 
There is careful variety: relative clauses, 1590-91; appo-
sitional phrase, 1593; present participle, 1594; noun clause, 
1594; infinitive and conditional clause, 1595; relative 
clause with compound predicate, 1596-97; adverbial clause, 
1597; result clause, 1598-1602; relative clause, 1599; and 
comparison, 1600. 
By contrast, paragraph three of on-ly eight lines is 
two sentences: ~-' .... _, .. 
, _ __... 
Now was Jason a semely man withalle, And lyk a lord, and hadde a gret renoun, And of his lok as real as a leoun, 
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And goodly of his speche, and familer, . And coude of love ·al the art and craft pleyner. Withoute bok, with everych observaunce. And, as Fortune hire oughte a foul myschaunce, She wex enamoured upon this man. 
(11. 1603-10) 
The first sentence is simple with compound predicates, ob-
jects, and complements, Jason being the subject of all; the 
second is complex. Despite the use of eigh:t "ands" theo 
paragraph is not at all tedious. Rather the effect is that 
of a build-up, heaping praise after praise upon Jason, only 
to flatten the effect in one fell blow with the irony of the 
·1ast statement regarding Medea's passion for this man--she 
becomes enamoured because ''Fortune hire oughte a foul mys-
chaunce." (1. 1609) 
There is irony, too, in the fact of the father, King 
Oetes' making Medea "do'' Jason company and sit by him in the 
hall. This circumstance presents the opening which becomes 
the opportunity for Medea to turn traitor to her father. 
Blinded by passion, she helps this handsome stranger, but 
to her father's detriment since he loses the golden fleece 
and the creatures that. guarded it, as well as "tresor ful 
gret" and }1edea herself. Even Medea recognizes and admits 
guilt in her infidelity to her father. In her letter to 
Jason, she laments: "Whi lykede me thy yelwe her to se/ 
More than th~ boundes of myn honeste?'' (11. 1672-73) 
Yet another instance of Chaucer's subtle ironies is 
seen in a contrast of .the endings of the two stories. The 
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gentle gracious innocent that is Hypsipyle becomes .the venge-
ful spirit calling a spiteful double-edged curse on her 
(Medea) who had replaced Hypsipyle with Jason--that Jason 
would be untrue to her in turn, and that she(Medea) would 
kill her own children. It has already been pointed out that 
the fiercely vengeful spirit of the Medea of the sources has 
been weakened to helpless grieving and feeble regret that 
Jason had not died in the conquest. 
To describe the overall tone of ''The Legend of Hypsip-
yle and Medea'' is difficult. The introduction, as has been 
seen, is a vehement attack on Jason. However, vehemence is 
like a strong, swift kick properly placed. It can be any-
thing from the expression of a sense of angry contempt to 
an integ·ral part of a slapstick comedy routine. The lan-
guage of the opening tends to set the passage toward humor 
with Jason slyly devouring the ''tendre creatures'' that 
women are, in much the same way as a fox devours a capon, 
and the vehemence tends to appear to be an exaggerated de-
nunciation. However, the Hypsipyle section does not continue 
in any humorous vein. It is instead matter-of-fact in its 
presentation. Even when the narrator explains the conniving 
to trap Hypsipyle (the logical opportunity for presenting 
a comic element by giving a motivation for the ''bedoting''), 
the.re is only the bald statement, ''For to bedote this queen 
was he.re assent'' (1. 1547)·. Then follows the description of 
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Jason'· s. pro.cedure; 
And Jason is as coy_ as is a mayde; 
He loketh pitously, but nought he sayde; 
But £rely yaf he to hire conseyleres 
Yiftes grete, and to hire officeres~ 
As· wolde God I leyser hadde and tyme 
By proces al his wowyng for to ryme~ 
But in this hous if any fals lovere be, 
Ryght as hymself now doth, ryght so dide he, 
w·ith feynynge, and with ·every subtil de.de. (11. 1548-56) 
Again in this passage there is an opportunity for a comic 
build-up on Jason's feigned shyness, '"'buying'' of the coun-
selors and officers, or an expansion otl false lovers in the 
audience. Had he wanted to make Hypsipyle an opportunist 
queen of an all-woman island, cap set for any man and de-
serving to be toyed with, the mention of gift-giving to her 
women counselors and women officers could have high-lighted 
that situation. Without specification otherwise, they are 
presumably men. The fact appears that Chaucer does not take 
advantage of any of these possibilities. Rather the reader 
is informed that if he. wants more enlightenment on the de-
ceits practiced by false lovers, he should read the original. 
In five lines the narrator sums up the wedding, Jason's ma-
terial advantages, fathering of two children, his sailing 
away and never returning. The section concludes with a sum-
mary of Hypsipyle's letter of reproof to Jason, lament at 
his faithlessness, and curse of Medea. The last four lines 
of the section offer another chance at laughing at Hypsipyle: 
And,trewe to Jason was she al hire lyf 
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And evere kepte hire chas t, as for his wi·f; Ne nevere hadde she joye at hire herte, 
But deyede, for his love, of sorwes smerte, 
(11~ 1576-79) 
Obviously, if there were no men on the island, Hypsipyle 
had no choice about ''ever keeping chaste as for his wife.,,. 
Yet once again no effort is made to be funny, and the lines 
stand as serious statement of wifely loyalty and pathetic 
grief. -
The Medea section likewise has no passage that could 
be quoted as really humorous. There is only the already 
discussed flattening effect of the ironic statement after 
the list of Jason's good points--Medea is enamoured of 
Jason because Fortune owes her a mischance. The rest is 
business-like, brisk, almost cold, until the last paragraph 
which again becomes pathetic. Jason is untrue to Medea 
''That lovede hym beter than hireself, I g·esse/ And lafte 
hire fader and hire herytage'' (11. 1665-66). Jason's grati-
tude should prompt him to be true, according to the narra-
tor's view, but ''as evere in love· a chef traytour he was;'' 
(1. 1659), and she is abandoned to her distress. The indi-
vidual sections do not seem to use anything but a serious 
tone, informing, describing, lamenting, and though it is 
not fair to conclude that because a light tone is lacking in 
one place it is also lacking in an9thei, it does seem that· 
if Chaucer were ·intending satire or humorous exag.geration, 
he lost several opportunities. Therefore, it may be con-
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eluded that the ·type of "swift kick" present in the intro-
duction ·i·s one springing from anger, serving the purpose of 
drawing concentration of atte.ntion to the false man, Jason, 
and that the tone here is serious .also . 
. 
This double legend is another touching instance of that 
compassionate narrator of whom Jordan spoke as controlling 
his audience and leading them to the universal truth.6 The 
opening tirade· against Jason alerts the hearer. to the -n:arJ;.~;,~ 
... _.' -1 tor's attitude here as being one of attack on false men, 
:Jason being doubly reprehensibl-e for having betrayed two 
-women. Queen Alceste had specifically stated that Chaucer 
tell of men who betrayed women by making a game of seeing 
how many they could shame. About halfway through the legend, 
the narrator confronts the audience with-a. look at itself--
perhaps an examination of conscience: 
As wolde God I leyser hadde and tyme By proces al his wowyng for to ryme I But in this hous if any fals lovere be, Ryght as hymself now doth, ryght so dide he, With feynynge, and with every subtil dede. (11. 1552-56) 
Repeatedly, throughout the legend the narrator calls Jason derogatory names: "of love devourer and dragoun'' (1. 1581); 
"false Jason" (1. 1585); ''chef traytour'' (1. 1659); ". . . 
non founde/ So fals a lovere goinge on the grounde'' (11. 
1668-69). None of this sounds like the compassionate narra-
tor, but his compassion is toward the women, and he draws 
his audience to the same view. Jason is a villain and 
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deserves only scorn. Hypsipyle is a gener.ous inno.cent, 
fooled and taken advantage of by Jason, and the narrator 
. 
leaves her with just the right touch of tenderness: "Ne 
nevere hadde she joye at hire herte,/ But deyede, for his 
love, of sorwes smerte" (11. 1578-79). 
But it is with Medea that he shows his depth of per-
ception. Speaking of her attitude toward Jason, he says, 
''Medea . . . / That lovede hym beter than hire self, I gesse, / 
And lafte .hire fader and hire herytage" (li. 1665-66). The 
Medea he shows us is a woman who gave herself totally for 
her beloved: her knowledge and power to overcome the forces 
threatening his life, the security of her wealth, position, 
and inheritance at Colchis, and her love. Yet in her giving 
of all for him, she lost what was most important, her own 
integrity: ''Whi lykede me thy yelwe her to se/ More than the 
boundes of myn honeste?" (11. 1672-73). She has been untrue 
to herself by betraying her father. 
In this way again Chaucer brings his legend to the 
realm of universality of theme. The man who makes a game 
out of "doing shame'' to women is not only a figure of liter-
ature. He is found there because he exists in real life. 
The woman who is easily deceived, despoiled, dropped and 
left in despair also exists'\ And though they are fewer in 
number, the woman who falls passionately in love, gives up 
all security and ties of family, and risks running away with 
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the handsome adventurer only to be abandoned to. ·g:~J:.:~f and 
loneliness~ is also part of life expe:r,ience. 
In summary, Chaucer's use ·of his sources in ''The Legend 
of Hypsipyle and Medea" is varied. For the background of 
Jason and his purpose in voyaging to Colchis ,. he follows 
Guido rather closely e For Hypsipyle ,· he adds elements not 
in the original, presumably to emphasize Jason as villain 
and Hypsipyle as victim. For Medea, he cuts and omits 
, 
drastically to change the whole character of Medea to a soft 
and helpless victim, supposedly for the same reason: to 
heighten the villainy of Jason. The style for the most part 
utilizes straight,descriptive narration. There is more use 
of imagery than in "Cleopatra,'' especially similes, meta-
phors, and irony; and fine effects are achieved by granm1a-
tical complexity or simplicity coupled with felicitous 
choice of phrases. The tone is serious with an angry begin-
ning berating the villain about to be exposed and ending 
each section with gentle pathos in sympathy with the women. 
The theme is again universal, if not within personal exper-
ience, at least within vicarious experience. 
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IV .. ARIADNE 
For the story of Ariadne, Chaucer does not deviate 
greatly from his sources which include Ovid, Met·atnorp·h·oses 
vii, 456-58, viii 1 6ff. and Hero.ides x. Robinson also lists 
parallels with Plutarch's· Th·eseus; Boccaccio's· De ·G·en·ealogia 
D.eorum xi, 27, 29, 30; Virgil's Aeneid vi, 20-30; Hyginu·s' 
Fables xli-xliii; Ovide Moralise; and Filippo's Italian 
translation of Heroides.1 
Chaucer begins Ariadne's story with her father Minos's 
siege of Alcathoe, Athens, and other towns, and his special 
vengeance on Athens where his son Androgeus had been killed 
"for envy.''· It is the vengeance exacted of Athens requiring 
tribute in young men that hands Theseus over to Minos's pris-
on in Crete where he is marked to become food for the Mino-
taur, a beast, half man and half bull, confined in the 
labyrinth. As part of his explanation of Minos's successful 
conquering, Chaucer retells the capturing of Alcathoe from 
King Nysus through the betraying action of Nysus's daughter, 
Scylla, whom Chaucer does not_ give a name. Here is a devia-
tion from source and another instance of Chaucer's use o·f 
material to suit his own purpose. In the original story, 
sc·ylla becomes enamoured of Minos, and to win his affection 
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cuts off the purple lock of her father's hair which_ has 
kept his kingdom invincible. ·Minos, ins.tead of being grate-
ful to her, is repulsed by her disloyalty to her father and 
rejects her totally. Chaucer omits the details of treachery 
and simply states that she made Minos win the place, and 
that then Minos wickedly repaid her and let her drown. 
Chaucer makes it rather a simple parallel to Ariadne's story, 
subduing the facts of betrayal of father, and emphasizing 
the ingratitude of the man favored and the sorrow and dis-
tress of the woman rejected. 
One remarkable point about this legend is its high per-
centage of dialogue. Of the legend's 342 lines, 157 or 46% 
are taken up by conversation. It is perhaps the details of 
these speeches, along with the personalities they reveal, 
which make this legend one of the most fascinating and en-
tertaining of all the legends. 
The legend has opened with the narrator's apostrophe 
to Minos, scolding him for his ''synne, '' letting the audience 
know he wants to talk also about Theseus' unfaithfulness, 
and commanding him (Minos) to "Be red for shame!'' (1. 1894). 
This rebuke is more like the tone one would use to scold a 
naughty schoolboy rather than a villain and tends to sound 
like jesting. Next are two passages of expository narrative 
throughout which the narrator does not remain so detached or 
objective as might be expected. He does not inject whole 
paragraphs here, but in his informal way, he inserts per-· 
sonal comments that keep the reader in his confidence: ''The 
. grete Mynos, of the ·which I speke '' (1. 1900) ; "But that tale 
were to long as now for me'' (1. 1921); ''For to be slayn, 
ri·ght thus as ye shal here'' (I. 1927). 
There follows another apostrophe, this time an address 
·to Theseus in prison: 
Wel maystow wepe, 0 woful Theseus, 
That art a kynges sone., and dampned thus. 
Me thynketh this, that thow were depe yholde 
To whom that savede thee from cares colde! And if now any woman helpe the, 
Wel oughtestow hire servaunt for to be, 
And ben hire trewe lovere yer be yere! 
But now to come ageyn to my matere. 
(11. 1952-59) 
Note the touch of compassion for one in distress: "O woful 
Theseus,'' and the sermonette on gratitude and loyalty express-
ing the legitimate expectations of service according to the 
courtly code. By the last line quoted above, the narrator 
pulls himself back to his story line, where, trying to ex-
plain the manner in which Ariadne and Phaedra overheard 
Theseus' complaint, he continues to speak directly to the 
audience as he simply admits:~ 
Noot I not how, it happede per cas 
As Theseus compleynede hym by nyghte, 
The kynges doughter, Adryane that highte, 
And ek hire syster Phedra, herden al 
His compleynynge, as they stode on the wal And lokeden upon the bryghte ·mone~ 
. Hem leste nat to go to bedde so sone; (11. 1967-73) 
Shannon has characteriz.ed Ariadne as a ''romantic young 
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princess. 112 Seeing her standing on the.wall with her sis-
ter in the bright ·moonlight and listening to Theseus' 
complaint, one readily assents, especially with a view to 
some of her later words and actions.3 Theseus offers to 
be a page in her se.rvi.ce, prompted by gratitude for her sav-: 
ing his life, but she has -a better idea. Since he is a 
king's son and is as ''gentil born as" she, it would be bet-
ter that she were his wife. She does not hesitate to say 
so. Romantically, idealistically, in her thinking, it 
should be so. She states the bargain: herself as wife, 
Phaedra to come, too, and be betrothed to his son. ''This 
is the final ende of al this thyng;/ Ye swere it here, upon 
al that may be sworn" (11. 2101-02). The irony of his reply 
is quite lost on Ariadne, but it is quite obvious to the 
reader: '''Ye, Lady myn, ' quod he, 'or ellis torn/ Mote I 
be with the Mynotaur tomorwe ! ''' (11. 2103-04) .. The bargain-
ing is definitely closed and Ariadne's own earlier statement 
rings again in the reader's ear. She had said, ''But what is 
that that man nyl don for drede?'' (1. 2095). And the answer 
seems to be clear--that he will do anything, including for-
swear himself. Theseus swears (he has no choice!) to her 
conditions and then apparently picks up the chivalrous 
spirit of the circumstances. Because of the subtle nuances L---
present, the reader is inclined to laugh in disbelief when 
he declares that he has loved Ariadne and been her servant 
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•· for .seven years, yet she ·is .not .at all surprised. but accepts 
it, smili~g at his steadfastnes·s and heartfelt words (in the 
courtly, romantic tradition this is ·as it should be), and 
then she ·••softely'' (and smugly) ma.kes the statement to 
Phaedra, ''Now be we duchesse,s, bothe I and ye,/ 
• • . and 
.. . . likly to ben quenes" (I. 2127, 2129). She is quite 
self-satisfied that they have done the courtly thing ''And 
saved from his deth a kynges sane,/ As evere of gentil 
women is the wone/ To save a ·gentyl man" (11. 2130-32). 
There is only a slight qualm of conscience (they have acted 
' against their father) which she dismisses on the basis of 
their courteous saving of Theseus ''in honest cause, and 
namely in his ryght./ Me thynketh no wight oughte hero£ us 
blame,/ Ne beren us therfore an evil name'' (11. 2133-35). 
Yet this betrayal becomes a great distress to her when she 
is abandoned on the island: ''For thog.~ so be that ship or 
boot here come,/ Hom to my contre dar I nat for drede'' 
(11. 2215-16). Everything had been staked on the quality 
of Theseus' steadfastness and, unfortunately for Ariadne, 
lost. 
After the two sisters have overheard Theseus, Ariadne · 
expresses her desire to help him. Phaedra agrees and in a 
surprising way produces an instant but careful step-by-step 
plan of strategy for Theseus' overcoming the monste·r: balls 
of wax t·o be thrown into his gaping jaws to choke him and to 
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''encombre his teth'' (1 ~ 2006), so T.heseus can leap on him 
and slay him; a description of the pr.ison as ''nat derk'' and 
having plenty of room ''To welde an ax, or swerd, or staf, 
or knyf'' (1. 2000) (the careless indifference with which 
sl1.e verbally tosses weap.ons ·around is almost laughable, yet 
shows her planning thinks of all possibilities of preference 
or availabi.lity); and finally, what is perhaps most impor-
tant, the help of the jailer and the ''clewe of twyn'' for 
him to retrace his way out of the maze. Frank's opinion of 
this speech is that it is ''unduly circumstantial'' and that 
its effect ''is not only to murder suspense but to deflate 
heroism."4 This is undoubtedly true--a fact which adds to 
the humor of the presentation, while it brings Phaedra's 
personality into focus. It would seem that she had planned 
a long time to overcome the difficulties and worked them 
out quite well. With her plan, however, note that there is 
to be provision only for the jailer to go with Theseus. 
And whan that he this beste hath overcome, Thanne may he flen awey out of this drede, And ek the gayler may he with hym lede, And hym avaunce at horn in his cuntre, Syn that so gret a lordes sane is he. 
(11 ~ 2019-23) 
This seems to indicate a selfless concern on her part for 
the victims of the Minotaur and shows her foresight ·to pro-
tect the jailer from any recriminations.· 
When Theseus and the jailer are bro~ght to the ·prin-
cesses and all is explained, Theseus kneels and speaks a 
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courtly speech f.illed with expressions of lowliness and grat-
itude, of willingness to spend his life in her service, to 
be a page and disguise himself so none will know him, and to 
send the jailer for safety and reward to Theseus' own coun-
try where he will be honored and repaid. Then a few subtle 
things happen. It is amusing to see immediately after his 
protestations of lowly service the sly build-up of how 
things would be in his country, since he is a king's son. 
Notice, too, that even here Theseus makes a move toward 
Phaedra. He does not invite only the jailer, nor even just 
the jailer and Ariadne, but all three: 
I am a kynges sane, and ek a knyght. 
As wolde God, if that it myghte be 
Ye weren, in my cuntre, all thre 
And I with yow to bere yow compaignye, 
Thanne shulde ye se if that I therfore lye. 
(11. 2055-59) 
As Chaucer presents the sisters, it would seem that Theseus 
is caught here in the machinery of the older-daughter 
syndrome whereby Ariadne would have the first choice. Al-
though the relative ages of Ariadne and Phaedra are not 
mentioned explicitly anywhere, Ovid, in his Heroides iv, 
''Phaedra to Hippolytus'' in recounting the misfortunes of the 
women of her line in affairs of love, has Phaedra begin with 
Europa "the first beginni~g of our line.'' Next she tells of 
her mother Pasiphae and her sister Ariadne. Then she 
speaks of herself: ''Behold, now I, lest I be thought too 
little a child of }'1inos' line, am the 1·atest of· my stock to 
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come under the law .that .rules us all! \'i This, too, is fate-
ful, that one house has won us both; your beauty has cap-
tured my heart, my sister's heart was captured by your 
father'' (11. 61-64, italics mine). 5 While it may be that 
the phrase ''ultima gentis'' may simply mean the last one 
affected regardless of age, when it is seen with "too little 
a child of Minos' line'' and set- next to the comparative 
ages of the father, Theseus, and the son, Hippolytus, it 
would lend itself to an interpretation as the "youngest of 
my family.'' Whether or not Theseus knew of Phaedra's part 
in the scheme (the whole plan is of her working out) Chaucer 
does not tell us. In fact, the speech presenting the plan, 
given to Phaedra by Chaucer, seems to be an original touch. 
The sources name Ariadne as presenting the plan to Theseus. 
Chaucer says only, ''This gayler cometh, and with hym Theseus./ 
'Whan these thynges hen acorded thus,/ Adoun sit Theseus upon 
his kne--'' (11. 2026-28). By assigning the speech to Phae-
dra, Chaucer gives her a personality of her own, and, inten-
tionally or not, increases the possibility of her attractive-
ness to Theseus. Regardless of which sister, in Chaucer's 
version, outlined the plan to Theseus, Theseus' answering 
speech of gratitude and servitude is addressed to "The ryghte 
lady of my lyf'' (1. 202 9), and while it is Ariadne who 
flt 
accepts it as her own and answers him, it is just possible 
that even here T.heseus discerns that not only "hire syster 
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fayrer was than she'' (1. 2172), but also wiser, more intel-
ligent and more level-headed. However, since Ariadne is 
presumably the older one and has. set the terms of salvation, 
Theseus is compelled to accept, and does, until he is safe 
and finds an opportunity to do as he wishes--take Phaedra 
instead. Very little attention is paid to Phaedra. Appar-
ently she had no say in the matter. Neither the sources 
nor Chaucer hold her guilty of betraying her sister, nor 
does Ariadne herself; the culpability is all upon Theseus. 
Phaedra's speech indicates a thoughtful, practical young 
woman careful of all details, even concerned with the wel-
fare of the jailer. Ariadne, as has been seen, is idealis-
tic, romantic, and naive, as well as generously concerned 
for Phaedra's welfare. Theseus is, of course, another in 
the series of false men. Like Jason with Medea, he is faced 
with a forced bargain: marry or die. Although his deser-
tion of Ariadne on the island is cruel, it is almost 
justified. 
Chaucer's narrator again leads the way in setting the 
tone. With Jason he had been angry; with Tarquinius' abuse 
of Lucretia, deeply grieved. Here with Theseus his reaction 
. is mixed. Mr. Frank, as has been noted, feels that the 
answer to the puzzling nature of the tone is that Chaucer 
was making a deliberate but not fully successful attempt to 
be antiromantic and antihero.ic in his treatment of this 
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story. Frank thinks ·that this legend is a fo.rerunner of the 
atti.tude toward love presented by the Merchan·t' s· Tale in the 
story of January and May. Most of Frank's argument rests 
upon Chaucer's use of the ·wotd "foreyne'' meaning outhouse 
or privy, which Frank claims ''is a word outrageously inappro-
priate in a love narrative ... is apparently the channel 
by which Ariadne and Phaedra hear Theseus' complaint in 
. '' d prison. . . an 
possibilities to 
tion reads: 
''clearly seems intended to deny romantic 
the relationship. 116 The passage in ques-
The tour, there as this Theseus is throwe Doun in the botom derk and wonder lowe, Was joynynge in the wal to a foreyne; And it was longynge to the doughtren tweyne Of Mynas, that in hire chaumbers grete Dwellten above, toward the mayster-strete Of Athene·s, in j oye and in so las. 
(11. 1960-66) 
Frank goes into great detail to build his case, but one 
feels that his efforts are unnecessary~ He discards soft 
interpretations of the word or any claim that it might have 
been perfectly acceptable to an audience of Chaucer's day. 
He takes the suggestion that this scene might have been 
inspired by Boccaccio's Teseide and finds the change from 
the Italian ''giardino amoroso" into "privy'' a deliberate 
choice on Chaucer's part, taki~g coarse liberties with the 
material. In his further argument for the antiromantic 
attitude, Frank claims that the context of the sources sug-
. gests this same ''antiromantic attitude toward women in 
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love. "7 · He refers to t.he ·p.lot progression g.iven in both the 
Me·t·a.morpho:s·es and Ovi·de Moral·ise (the latter of which he 
accepts and follows most fully as Chaucer's. source) as con-
sisting of Minos' siege, Scylla's love for Minos, the unnat-
ural love of Minos' wife Pasiphae for the bull resulting in 
the Minotaur, and then the Theseus-Ariadne story. However, 
those incidents in the sources which·.he names as applying to 
the antiromanticism are the very ones that Chaucer has 
changed or omitted; namely, the repulsive nature of Scylla's 
betrayal of her father which Chaucer softens to make Scylla 
appear an unfortunate victim of ingratitude, and Pasiphae's 
passion for the bull which Chaucer omits entirely. Both 
alterations are again ascribable to Chaucer's professed pur-
pose of praising women 
Frank goes to great lengths to prove his point--that 
Chaucer is intentionally antiromantic because otherwise, in 
Frank's opinion, the tone is too puzzling. However, even 
after establishing the tone of the main section of the poem 
as antiromantic, Frank still feels a problem when f~ced with 
the serious pathos of the last section--Ariadne's abandon-
ment. He finds a wrenching in Chaucer's abrupt switch from 
comedy to pathos, claiming a failure for the poem because 
of a lack of a unifying position .such as the courtly_ code. 
The basis for the action of the poem is not the code but 
experience, and Frank judges it too much of experienc·e. 
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Yet it does not seem necessary to find the mix.ed tone · 
a flaw and declare it a failure in Chaucer's narrative skill. 
The reality of human experience should warrant acceptance of 
Chaucer's version of Ariadne. After all, he is writing 
about those who ''play the game" of love. Much of that game 
is amusing and sometimes even ridiculous. All of it depends 
. 
on the personalities of the participants and their relation-
ships with one another. The risk of losing is always 
present and when realized brings grief--greater or lesser 
depending on the terms of the loss. 
Chaucer, speaking through his narrator, knows that 
Theseus is cruel to abandon Ariadne to the wild beasts, ye·t 
the details of their three-way conversation give such a. 
humorous bent to the whole situation that he cannot help 
being amused by it. What Chaucer does so cleverly is to 
reveal the personality through the speech. With Jason, he 
had merely stated that Jason came to Medea's rooms and made 
''his oth/ Upon the goddes, that he for lef or loth/ Ne 
sholde nevere hire false, nyght ne day" (11. 1638-40). This 
cold,_ impersonal statement gives no insight to the character 
of Jason. It tends to keep him, too, as cold and impersonal. 
With Theseus, the reader has knelt through a forty-five line 
speech declaring his willingness to serve Ariadne as a lowly 
and unknown page, but making sure to let it be known that in 
his own country he is a ki~g' s son with positi.on and powe·r. 
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He has stated his grati.tude ·as such that .even should they 
all return to his country he.' d still serve her and never 
claim any other d~gree, but hastens to add an exception in 
a broad hint: he' 11 claim higher degree only ''if ye vouch-
sauf to yeve it me" (1. 2071). Even here in his most sin-
cerely grateful and beholden moment, before marriage is a 
spoken consideration, he does not really want to be beholden. 
Then when Ariadne lays down the conditions of marriage 
to herself and betrothal for Phaedra and -bids him swear to 
it, Chaucer again gives the whole oath which includes the 
realistic comment, "'Ye, lady myn,' quod he, 'or ellis torn/ 
Mote I be with the Mynotaur tomorwe ! '' 1 (11. 2103-04). He 
laments the lack of knife or spear to draw his own blood to 
swear on (how antiheroic!), but swears by Mars not to fail 
and declares his surprise seven-year love from afar. All 
in all Theseus, through his speech, belies the image of 
prince~hero and courtly lover. He is a young man caught in 
circumstances beyond his control. His speeches reveal his 
insincerity and self-interest. It is no surprise that after 
he has followed all points given for slaying the beast, when 
he ·is in control, he serves that self-interest and abandons 
Ariadne. 
It is here that the narrator's compassi·on fittingly 
replaces his amusement, and he gives us a most touchi~gly 
realistic, dramatic presentation of the fear and panic that 
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would spur a young woman abandon.ed on an island with wild 
') 
beast·s. She gropes in the bed, tears her hair, runs bare-
foot to the shore, shouts for help, climbs high on the 
rocks to see far out to sea, frantically waves her kerchief 
on a pole, swoons and_kisses his footprints. In between, 
she utters cries of distress and reproach. Twice more 
Chaucer uses apostrophe here: once when she speaks to Thes-
eus: ''myn herte swete ! / _. . . '' and once to '' 'Thow bed ' 
' 
quad she, 'that hast receyved two,/ Thow shalt answere of 
two, and nat of oon! ''' (11. 2211-12). 
The choice of phrasing for the narrator's description 
is also touching, for instance: ''Ful sorwefully hire herte 
may awake./ Allas, for thee myn herte hath now pite!/ Ryght · 
in the dawenyng awaketh she ... " (11. 2183-85); or ''The 
holwe rokkes answerde hire agayn./ No man she .saw, and yit 
shyned the mone'' (11. 2193~;94), or ''Cold wex- hire herte'' 
(1. 2197). There is great tenderness in the gentle way the 
narrator sympathizes with Ariadne. It is his perception of 
her very real grief that supercedes the amusement he has 
found in her foolishness and Theseus' playing the_ game. 
Nothing is quite like the grief of a disillusioned idealist. 
He finds it fitting that the gods help her thro~gh pity. He 
. is seriously sympathetic when he ·intrudes on the story to 
sp·eak to her ''Al las, for thee myn herte hath now pite ! '' (1. 
2184) . Similarly, he is touched _by his own menta.l imf:ige of 
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her standing on t.he high rocks watchi~g the ba~ge sail away 
'" and understanding the cold fear eating at her heart as she 
says, ''Meker than ye ·fynde I the bestes wilde! '' (1. 2198). 
He is prompted to address the audience, ''Hadde he nat synne, 
that hire thus begylde?'' (1. 2199). 
This legend reveals yet another facet of the human con-
dition. It is certainly not a universal experience to find 
a woman being abandoned on a deserted island. The,re just 
aren't that many deserted islands and it isn't possible. 
However, what is a common experience is the mistaken judg-
ment, like Ariadne's, that tries to rule another person's 
• life; or the expediency, like Theseus', of compliance or ac-
quiescence; and the eventual (and perhaps inevitable) rejec-
tion, abandonment to a psychological island, and consequent 
grief. 
In summary, Chaucer follows the plot line for Ariadne 
rather faithfully. There is variance in the assigning of 
long, self-revelatory speeches to the three main characters 
and also in the levity of tone used, but deviation is found 
mainly in the story of Minos and Nysus's daughter, and just 
as before, serves the purpose of softening whatever seems 
evil in the heroine in order to make her appear true in lov-
ing, and the man, false. The presentation is a bit unique 
in the ext·ended speeches of the main characters, almost one-
half of the poem consisting of dialogue. The self-revelation 
of the characters through their speech gives special impetus 
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to the already existing interest of the plot itself. Of 
added note is the frequent use of apostrophe. The tone is 
varied, from the opening whi.ch seems at best ·to be only a 
half-serious attempt to be angry, to the serious, matter-of-
fact relating of all the background to Theseus' arrival in 
the tower adjoining the princesses' living quarters. Next 
the tone becomes amused through a combination of events, 
speeches, and reactions, and finally it is pathetic and 
sympathetic to the distress of Ariadne deserted. The ele-
ment of universality is present here again, perhaps stronger 
_than in those legends already discussed, because of the 
presence of the personalities of the characters strengthening 
the thrust of the experience. The personal element is an 
advance beyond mere incident or circumstance. 
-
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.V. . PHILOMELA 
For the telling of the story of Philomela, Chaucer 
uses as his basic source Ovid's· Me·t·amo·rphos·es vi, 424-605, 
,--
and probably some details from the Ovide Mor·alise into 
which Chretien de Troyes' version had been incorporated. 
Here, just as elsewhere, Chaucer does not alter the ''grete" 
of his matter, but makes it his own and fits it to his own 
purpose. One drastic alteration is the omission of ,,the 
entire endi~g, converting a tale of violent horror into a 
tale of pathos. 
As an introduction, Chaucer addresses a respectful but 
thoroughly distressed prayer of questioning to God ''Giver of 
.. ~ 
Forms," who made (or at least.allowed) so terrible a person 
as Tereus to be born. Then he begins what, in its entirety, 
is one of the most gory of all the myths. Tereus' wife 
Procne after five years away from home, begs him for a visit 
with her beloved sister Philomela. Tereus consents, goes to 
Greece himself and escorts Philomela back to Thrace. When 
they leave the ship, Tereus takes her to a cave in a forest, 
rapes her, cuts off her tongue so· she cannot tell anyone, 
keeps her guarded in a castle, and returns to Procne telling 
her that Philomela was dead. Philomela weaves the story 
into. a ''stamyn'' and sends it to Procne who pretends a pil-
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. grimage to Bacchus' temp.le, finds Philomela, and the two 
weep in each other's arms. Chaucer ends the story here. He 
comments: 
The remenaunt is no charge for to tel.le; For this is al and som: thus was she served, That nevere harm agilte ne deserved 
Unto this crewel man, that she of wiste. (11. 2383-86) 
The ''remenaunt'~ of the original story consists of Procne' s 
revenge, ·assisted by Philornela, as follows. Unknown to 
Tereus, Procne ·brings Philomela to her own palace, and with 
passionate speeches, she plots varied revenges trying to 
find the worst possible one. Her own and Tereus' five year 
old son enters the room and Procne decides. She kills the 
boy, cuts him into pieces, cooks him, and serves him to his 
father to eat. When Tereus has finished feasting, she 
brings Philomela to him, they fling the boy's head at Tereus, 
and Procne tells him what he has eaten. In mad horror he 
pursues them and they are all changed into birds. 
It is easily seen that this kind of ''remenaunt'' is cer-
tainly not matter for the narrator to tell, having been 
. given his restrictions. Certainly, the women involved are 
not honoring the God of Love by being true in loving. The 
victim, Philomela, is not ''in love'' at all, except for 
sisterly love, and the. wife, Procne, does not .remain stead- · 
fast to her husband. She joins ·Philomela in horrible ven-
geance. And so, as Chaucer presents it, the thrust of the 
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story is ~gain an emphasis on the false man. The introduc-
tion prepares the reader for this fact as the ·narrator 
puzzles over God's allowing Tereus to be born, and then 
gives his personal reaction: 1'And 1 as to me, so grisely 
was his dede/ That, whan that I his foule storye rede,/ 
Myne eyen wexe foule and sore-also" (11. 2238-40). The 
opening of the story itself tells of Tereus' being a kins-
man of Mars, ''The crewel god that stant with blody darte'' 
(1. 2245). Singularly, the adjective "crewel'' is also the 
only one used to describe Tereus except for ''false'' used 
with ''the£,'' and, of course, the demonstrative "this.'' The 
way is laid for the "grisely'' deed, when Tereus sees her 
beauty. He ''caste his fyry herte upon hyre so/ That he wol 
have hir, how so that it go'' (11. 2292-93). After the deed 
is done and he has by force destroyed her maidenhood, cut 
off her tongue and imprisoned her, he returns to his wife, 
lying and claiming that he had found Philomela dead. 
As Chaucer ends the story with the two sisters weeping 
in each other's arms, there is only a sense of pathos, of 
helplessness against the strength and cruelty of Tereus. 
So, once more, Chaucer is choosing very carefully and select-
i~g only what he wants from the original to create his own 
story. Just as he subdued the fire of Medea to helples·sness, 
so the passionate revenge of Philomela and Procne is dropped 
to make a pair of sufferers,. victims again of a f al.se man. 
It • rather puzzling that Chaucer spends much time 1S so 
77 
and effort on the false man. Six ·out of the nine men are 
false (Aeneas, Jason, Tarquin, Tereus, Theseus, and Denio-
phoon), and one is self-centered and thoughtless (Lyn.a), 
which has the same result as bei~g false--there is still on 
his part an abandoning (of Hypermnestra). Paull F. Baum's 
study of the Legend puzzles over this point of falseness. 
Baum judges the Le·g·end as a mock palinode, claiming that 
Chaucer merely reversed the positions of Troilus and Criseyde 
and gave to his critics "with a smile, faithless men and 
faithful women. ,,1 After analyzing the degrees of faithless-
ness of the men and faithfulness of the women involved, Baum 
presumes that Chaucer found his terms of honoring true women 
and exposing false men leading him where he did not want to 
. go. Baum adheres to the theory that Chaucer was bored and 
even ''agroted" with this work. He claims that Chaucer ''saw 
clearly enough that he was not getting on. He understood 
that women are not really extolled or their virtues enhanced 
by exposing the wickedness of men: and if his pretended 
penance was actively and emphatically to defame men as lovers 
under the guise of praising women, he found himself in a 
small labyrinth to which we have no clue. There may be some 
topical or contemporary satire which we miss; or it may be 
humorous perversenes·s. ,,2 
Yet there is another more likely so.lution. The whole 
of Alces·.te' s connnand to the poet includes not only the order 
to make a legend of women true in loving, but the .further 
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direction: 
And telle ·of false men that hem bytraien That al hir lyf ne do nat but assayen 
How many women they may doon a shame: 
For in youre world that is now holde a game. 
: (F 486-89) 
The ''false men" are an integral part of the directions. 
Though in connection with Love the first thought is of the 
joy, comfort and delight it gives, there is always the other 
side of Cupid. He is also a child, sometimes only playfully 
mischievous, sometimes treacherously deceitful, and sometimes 
maliciously cruel. Chaucer, finding Ovid a fascinating mas-
ter, knew and used much of the Heroides and the Metamorphoses 
especially in The Legend of Good Women. Although there is 
little direct reference to Cupid in these Ovidian writings, 
both works reveal these qualities of blind Cupid and their 
disastrous effects. Furthermore, it is most likely that 
Chaucer also read the Amores, as well as Ars Amatoria and 
Remedia Amoris where Ovid makes specific reference to this 
aspect of Cupid. In several places in Amores, Ovid calls 
Cupid cruel (the same adjective Chaucer uses for Mars--step-
father of Cupid and kinsman of Tereus). Again he pictures 
Cupid riding in a triumph, and says, ''Conscience shall be led 
alo~g, with hands tied fast behind her back, and Modesty, 
and all who are foes to the. camp of love.· Before thee all 
shall tremble; the crowd stretching forth their hands to thee, 
shall chant with loud voi.ce: 'Ho Triumph!'; Caresses shall 
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be at thy side, and Error, and Madness--a· rout that ever 
follows in thy train" (1,ii, Jl-36). 3 Repeatedly in the 
Amores, in the Ars Amat·o·r·ia, and in· Reme·dia· Amoris the con-
cept of the "game'' of loving is advocated. Deceit, lying, 
false swearing are reiterated as necessary elements in this 
type of l.ove affair. Additionally, in the Reme·dia Amoris, 
Ovid says Cupid is ''king in the realm of dalliance and of 
play, and his keen arrows are never tinged with blood; it 
is the business of his stepfather Mars to go about dripping 
with gore. It is more fitting for Cupid to harken to the 
tender whispers of his mother Venus, for her advice will 
cause no battles to be fought, nor bereave a mother of her 
children. ,,4 
By keeping in mind this concept of a roguish Cupid, 
cruel and deceitful, but not murderous, it becomes easier 
to understand the repeated instances of men who are false. 
It also explains why Chaucer would omit the entire bloody 
ending of the Philomela tale and why he softened Medea as 
he did. If the God of Love is cruel and deceitful, but not 
death-dealing, his subjects will and do imitate him. This 
is not to say that Chaucer approved,of it or rejoiced in it, 
any more than he approv.ed or rejoiced over Criseyde' s be-
trayal of Troilus. He is ''merely'' the story-teller, and 
these are the facts: only two men out of nine are faithful, 
and of those two (Antony and Pyramus)·, one had alre.ady been 
faithless to another woman (Antony to Caesar's sister). And 
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so, '.Tereus .being anot.her fal.se man, Chaucer tells of him, 
too. 
In the course of his telling, it is instructive to 
observe Chaucer's technique at work. Frank accuses Chaucer 
of cut~ing scenes too much ·and of hacking away in every 
scene. Yet Chaucer makes the story his own and while he 
" does cut in many places, especially scenes of violence, he 
adds or expands at will. The problem to our critical read-
ing is again comparison. Next to the frenzied passion of 
the tale in its entirety, Chaucer's tale is ''almost pallid'' 
(Frank, p. 137). If the story must exist only in contrast 
to the original, it is bound to suffer under a judgment of 
weakness and incompleteness. But again, if it is possible 
to accept Chaucer'~. guidelines (repeating the ''grete" and 
telling of false men who try to shame as many women as pos-
sible) and to read the legend as he made it, the reading has 
its reward, and even Frank admits grudgingly that it is ''a 
competent narrative but nothing more'' (p. 144). As a story 
in its own right (not a weak and incomplete version of Ovid) 
it is more than just a competent narrative. On the basis 
of style alone Chaucer is superior. He moves easily from 
scene to scene, setting the atmosphere with his choice of 
details, describing a situation clearly and intensely, or 
presenting a dramatic scene with understanding and realism. 
I ' 
First·, as point of instance, there is the wedding scene. 
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Of Trace was .. he .lord, and kyn to Marte, _ 
The crewel g.od · that stant with blody darte; 
And wedded· hadde he, with a blysful cheere, 
Kyng Pandiones f ayre dought-er dere, 
That highte Progne, flour of hire cuntre, 
Thogh Juno lyst nat at the feste to be, 
Ne Imene~s, that god of wedyng is; 
But at the feste, redy ben, ywis, 
The Furies thre, with al here mortal brond. 
The oule al nyght aboute the balkes wond, 
That prophete· is of wo and of myschaunce. 
(11. 2244-54) 
Notice how well he establishes the atmosphere of foreboding 
by the level of diction and the choice of details. Tereus, 
associated with the cruel and bloody Mars, has happily mar-
ried the fair dear Procne, flower of her country. Ovid had 
merely stated kinship with Mars. The description of him as 
"cruel, standing with bloody darts'' is Chaucer's touch, as 
are also the descriptions of Procne as ''fair" and "flower 
of her country.'' The contrast is innnediate and effective. 
This bright spot, Procne, serves to present a potential vic-
tim for the cruelty. Those whose presences customarily 
bless a wedding (Juno and Hymen) are notably absent and 
Chaucer adds the circumstance of choice: ''lyst nat. . . ''; 
but emphatically present are the three Furies, with their 
burning torches, and the full omen of woe and mischance--the 
owl, windi~g all n~ght around the rafters. 
Secondly, Chaucer describes a situation clearly and in-
tensely. Procne has lived quietly and contentedly with 
Tereus for five years wheri one day she -b~gins to long to see 
her younger sister. Again it ·is diction that serves Chaucer 
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and creates the intensity. She lo~gs ''so so·re'' that "for 
desyr she nyste what ·to .seye'' (1. 2262). She ''prays" to her 
. 
husband ''for God's love'' that she might ''once'' see her sis-
ter, either by her own going or his sending for Philomela. 
She prays, day by day her prayer ''With al humblesse of wif-
hood, word and chere'' (1. 2269). The intensity is felt 
through the repetition of words describing her ''praying'' and 
"prayer''; her ''longing'' and ''desire''; and the repetition of 
·the action, not just once, twice or a few times, but "day 
by day" it is ''al hire preyere. '' The most imperceptive 
reader must feel the strength of that sisterly longing. 
Again this is an expansion on Chaucer's part. Ovid has her 
ask once for this favor of a visit which would be a great 
gift for her. By building the intensity of Procne's longing 
to see her sister, Chaucer emphasizes the depth of love be-
tween the sisters; by stressing her aski~g with "humblesse 
of wifhood, '' he presents her as the virtuous wife undeserv-
ing of the treatment to be suffered from the evil-doing of 
Tereus. 
Another example of Chaucer's skill in describing a sit-
uation is the explanation of the circumstances of Philomela's 
weaving. He takes great care to make his story plausible. 
He is clear in establishing. her s·kill in weaving and embroi.d-
eri~g- from her youth (a detail from ·ovide· Mor·a-lise) and in 
specifyi~g her ability to read and compo.s.e. Then he explains 
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that Ter.eus '. cruelty has not cut off supplies·:· "And so·thly 
for to seyne, she hadde hire fille/ Of mete and drynk, and 
clothyng at hire wille'' (11. 2354-55). And so it is under-
stood that this liberality allows her the materials needed 
for her weaving. In describing her work, the narrator says: 
But letters can she weve to and fro, So that, by that the yer was al ago She hadde ywoven in a stamyn large How that she was brought from Athenes in a barge, And in a cave how that she was brought; And al th.e thyng that Tereus hath wrought, She waf it wel, and wrot the storye above, How she was served for hire systers love. (11. 2358-65) 
In arranging his details for the weaving, Chaucer is practi-
cal--allowing a year for her to accomplish the work (Ovid's 
arrangement is less felicitous; he has a year pass while 
Philomela is helpless, ''Quid faciat?'' and then she conceives 
the notion of embroidering her story. The better effect of 
Chaucer's arrangement is to provide Philomela with positive 
action and purpose during the year's passing); he is dis-
creet--not repeating ''al the thyng'' of Tereus' guilt; he is 
insistent on her innocent victimhood--twice using the pass-
ive voice in the clause ''How she was brought"; he is neces-
sarily complimentary-- '' sbe waf it wel, and wrot the storye 
above'' (''necessarily'' because ·had she not woven it well, 
Procne w.ould not have understood the message). 
A thi.rd noteworthy manner of expression used by Chaucer 
here ·is the realistic dramatic scene. ''Realistic" .here 
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means not so much a ''blow by blow'' detailed and. gruesome 
account, as it means· ·a scene so heightened that the ·exper-
ience becomes vivid to the reader. Chaucer's rendering of 
Tereus' attack on Philomela is a fine examp.le. The narrator 
has just clo.sed the section where Philomela' s father Pandion 
sees them off at·the shore, and has assured the audience 
-,. 
''no malyce he ne tho~ghte'' (I. 2307) . The ef feet of that 
statement about Pandion reminds the audience of Tereus' 
thought of malice, ''That he wol have hir, how so that· it go:r,r 
(1. 2293), and prepares for the next setting: 
And up into a forest he hire ledde, 
And to a cave pryvely hym spedde; 
And in this derk cave, yif hir leste, 
Or leste nat, he bad hire for to reste; 
For which hire herte agros, and seyde thus: 
'Where is my sister, brother Tereus?' 
(11. 2310-15) 
Note how carefully Chaucer chooses his words. Tereus ''sped'' 
to a cave in ''private'' and, what is more, to a ''dark'' cave; 
he bade Philomela to rest, whether ''it pleased her'' to rest 
or ''did not please her.'' This is followed by her apprehen-
sion of heart, her perception of his intention and her direct 
question reminding him of his obligation to his wife and his 
relationship to her by calling him "brother.'' In an effec-
tive double simile, Chaucer next describes her fear. As a 
lamb bitten by the wolf or a dove struck by the eagle trem-
. blingly awaits the second attack '' so sat s.he'' (1. 2322). 
The simi:les are taken directly from Ovid., but once again the 
85 
diction is powerful: ''quok,'' ''fere,'' "pale,'' ''pitously,'' 
'' af ered, 11 '' awhaped. " Her · frightened he Ip les snes s could . 
hardly be more strongly emphasized than by these two examples 
and Chaucer captures the im~ge innnediately by the concise 
simplicity of the statement "so sat she.'' The effect is 
that of a earner~ zeroing in for a close-up shot. Tereus 
attacks her. The distress, the anxiety, the pitiful de-
fenselessness are revealed in Philomela's cries for help: 
''She cryeth 'syster! '· with ful loud a stevene,/ And 'fader 
dere!' and 'help me, God in hevene! '"(1. 2328-29). Then 
the effect of pathos is gained by another simple statement 
''Al helpeth nat ... '' (1. 2330). 
The scene is finished by a section of narration telling 
of the cutting off of her tongue and the imprisonment. For 
neither act of violence (the rape nor the tongue-cutting) 
does Chaucer do more than state simply the fact of the deed: 
''That he hath reft hire of hire maydenhede . . . And with 
his swerd hire tonge of kerveth he'' (11. 2325, 2334). B·e-
cause Chaucer has so successfully established the pathos of 
the situation, no close details of the violence are needed, 
at least not in this scene. In fact, the very simplicity of 
the cold fact seems to heighten the cruelty of Tereus, and 
the suffering of Philomela becomes more fully realized. 
T.here is another powerful scene which Chaucer compresses 
magnif.icently into one line. When Procne .rece.ives the 
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"stamyn'' from Philomela and has .re.ad its meaning, .Chaucer 
~ays, ''No word she spak, for sorwe and ek for rage'' (1. 
23.74). This is a superb expression of her intense emotion. 
Our inclination is to think of words or outcry as a release 
for either sorrow or rage, but it is often the result of a 
fully intense emotion that it cannot express itself vocally. 
This experience Chaucer's single line captures. However, 
he pursues only one emotion--the sorrow. In the original, 
the rage supercedes the sorrow and reveals the magnificent 
strength of the women in their wild revenge. Instead of 
this, in Chaucer's account the rage i!s ignored and sorrow 
motivates Procne to find an excuse for setting out into the 
forest. She pretends a pilgrimage to the temple of Bacchus, 
·finds Philomela and both dissolve in the pathetic helpless-
ness of weeping weakness. The contrast with the or~ginal 
generates the feeling that Chaucer's omissions are unfortu-
nate. Frank comments: ''Chaucer has literally domesticated 
his original, for he has robbed it of the wildness, the vio-
lence and horror that run thr.ough 
Ovid tells it. ,,5 
• • . the whole tale as 
This is precisely the point to be considered: it is no 
longer Ovid's; it is now Chaucer's and a new story. It is a 
tale of pathos and if read as such in its own right with 
its own characters, it is as .successful as Luc:re:ce. Those 
qualities which ·Frank praises ·in· Luc·r·e·ce :·· skillful cutti~g, 
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s.peed of. events, total innocence and complete ·helplessness 
of the victim almost to a state _of catatonic passivity, are 
the very points he finds de.fects in Philomela. Can it be 
that he is unduly influenced by adherence to sources? Lu-
crece follows Fas·ti closely. Chaucer lifts Philomela out of 
·Ovid and gives her a rebirth into a·new character. 
As has already been seen, Chaucer's stylistic techniques 
serve him well in the new presentation, and in this legend, 
the level of tone enhances the whole piece. The narrator 
opens, as has already been mentioned, by addressing God in 
a questioning yet respectful manner. The question: ''Why 
made st thow, unto the slaunder of man,'' is respectfully 
offered an alternative: ''Or, al be that it was nat thy do-
ing,/ As for that fyn, to make swich a thyng'' and the new 
question asked: "Whi sufferest thaw that Tereus was bore . 
. . ?" (11. 2231-34). The distress of the question carries 
through the first paragraph as he declares the "venom'' of 
Tereus' story as infecting the whole natural world, himself 
personally, and all who hear the story. When he relates 
-
the story proper, there is the basic factual presentation 
. 
usual to passages of de.scription and development, but in ad-
dition there is an extra quality of tenderness revealing 
his sympathy with Procne and Philomela. He seems to identi-
fy with t.he old king Pandion who we~ps to think of giving 
Philomela permission to leave him because "Of al this world 
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he l.oveth nothyng so.'' J (I. 2282_) . And when he_ grants it, 
he speaks to Tereus: 
I the betake my yonge daughter here, 
That bereth the k·e_ye of al myn hertes lyf. 
And_ gret me wel my daughter and thy wif, 
And yi~ hire leve_ somtyme for to pleye, 
That she may sen me ones er I deye. '' 
(11. 2297-2301) 
The last ·three lines expr-·ess a thought not given by Ovid; 
namely, Pandion's request to have Procne come visit him be-
fore he ·dies. In· Met·amorp·h·o·s·es, Pandion, while urging Phil-
omela to return as soon as possible, merely conrrnents, "It is 
enough that your sister is so far away'' (1. 502) . By turning 
this statement into a request for a visit and emphasizing 
Pandion's increasing age by his thought of death's coming, 
-Chaucer increases the sense of pathos and also stresses the 
villainy of Tereus in violating his own honor and the trust 
of the aging king. 
Again the examples given to express Philomela's fear 
are tender and weak--the lamb and the dove appropriately 
evoking sympathy. And this narrator who is not overly given 
to ironic statement makes one of the most pronounced out-
bursts of the Legend in seeing her distress after Tereus' 
. 
~ 
. attack: ''Lo! here a dede of men, and that a ryght!" (·l. 
2327). 
When Tereus has left her wounded and imprisoned, ·the 
narrator addresses her with compassion, ''O sely Philomela, 
wo is thyn herte! / God wr·eke ·thee, and .sende the thy bone I·~ 
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(11. 23.39-40)" When he ·unites Philomela to Procne jlnd 
leaves them in each :other's arms to console each other, he · 
re-affirms her innocence·: ''That ·nevere harm agilte ne de-
served/ Unto this crewel man ... (11. 2385-86). 
The legend closes with a. general admonition to women 
to be wary of men, because though they mey not do as Tereus 
for shame of losing their good names, nor act as a murderer, 
they wi·11 be false; ''Ful lytel while shal ye trewe hym 
have--/. That wol I seyn, al were he now my brother--/ But 
it so be that he may have non other'' (1·1. 2391-93). This 
lightening of tone at the very end seems to be part of the 
narrator's pattern of reestablishing rapport with his audi-
ence before moving on to the next legend. A brief examina-
-· -··-·tion ·o·f · ·the---en·d111gs· -·mtgn t· be· ·he·tt>'ful in----·-r1·11.1s· tr at-irig·· this ~ -· ..... -----~-~-,..- -··---- - ··· -·· 
For Cleopatra's closing, he asks that heads not ache while 
finding a man so true and stable; For This be' s, · he states 
that a woman can and dares as much in loving as any man; 
and for Dido's, he gives a suggestion to read the whole let-
ter as found in Ovid. Singularly, Hypsipyle's ending is the 
only one that does not lighten the tone at all--rather it 
intensifies the distress, ''Ne nevere hadde she j oye at hire 
herte, / But deyede,. for his love, of sorwes smerte '' (11. 
1578-79), yet Hypsipyle•s legend is only part one of L~gend 
IV, and is not so complete a break as the at.hers.. Medea's 
ending is another reference ·to read her letter in Ovid. To 
close Lucretia's legend, he states· of men that .-.the truest 
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is to.o brittle to t.rus·t; to close Ariadne's, .he use·s a mild 
curse _t'. •. • the ·<level quyte ·h_ym his whilel '' (_l, 2227)-" For 
Philomela' s. ending, he generalizes that men 1 even his own 
brother, will not be ·true;· for Phyllis'· he moves a step 
further to say, ''And trusteth, as in love, no man but me.'' 
(l '! 2561); and, ~of course, Hypermnestra is not completed. 
Even where ·the closing is not an amusing one, as, for 
example, in Dido's, the impersonal s~ggestion to read Ovid 
is at least a lightening of the precedi~g passage which . 
contains Dido's lament. It would seem that the pattern is 
almost always an attempt to inject some lightness before 
beginning a new legend, since there is so much of the ser-
ious and solemn tone involved. 
In the ''Legend of Philomela" Chaucer presents the con-
cept of a life situation in which the defenseless woman 
becomes an easy victim to the g_reater strength of a passion-
ate and· cruel man. The Philomela story, too, can be seen as 
a universal truth. In many ap,parently safe situations, an 
. 
innocent_ girl falls victim to the cruel strength of a man 
with uncontrolled passion. When the girl resists, the result 
frequently is a silenci~g. It may -be outright murder of the 
. girl, or simply because of the fear of publicizing and a 
feeling of shame, it is not mentioned by the victim, or the 
cutti~g out might be of a possi·ble unborn child, not a 
tongue .. At any rate,· the parallel is .d.efinitely in all 
91 
times ·and places and certainly in :our .societ:y ~ 
To .s11Huuarize: in t.he ''Legend of Philomela '" Chaucer 
follows the· Metamo·rpho:ses vi for the main action line of 
the story, omitting the entire ending and changing vengeance 
into pathos" His style is direct and uncomplicated, rely-
ing primarily on careful use of diction, choosing and 
placing of details, repetition, and simplicity of structure; 
the whole imbued with deep understanding of human emotion. 
The tone is grieved in the face of the ages-old question as 
to why there is evil and cruelty in the world, and sympathet-
ic to the pain and suffering caused in the innocent as a 
result of it. The customary lightening of tone occurs in 
the closing lines. The theme of the innocent person suffer-
ing at the hands of cruel strength is certainly a universal 
one. 
This Philomela, like Medea, and like Procne, must be 
accepted as Chaucer's character--a far different (because 
pathetic) person from the woman in classical mythol~gy. To 
avoid mental conflict, she and Procne must be understood as 
helpless. victims, not as the half-crazed ave~gers of the 
· · Met·am;o·r·pho·s·e·s . 
· 92. 
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VI-~ . CONCLUSION 
The close study of: The L·eg·end· of ·G·o·od Women reveals 
. 
. 
several things.· The 'accusation of Chaucer's own boredom 
with his work is unfounded and seems to have developed 
from a too serious interpretation of narrator comments 
' 
expressing weariness, or from a lack of understanding of 
the rhetorical technique of· o·ccu:p·a·t·io. The labeling of 
the Legend as monotonous is likewise unjustified as there 
is variety not o.nly in theme but also in setting, plot, and 
character, as well as style and tone. 
A comparison of the four selected legends: Cleopatra, 
Hypsipyle and Medea, Ar·ia·dne, and· Philom·ela, with their 
sources shows that Chaucer dealt with each one individually 
according to his own artistic consciousness and the clear 
restrictions imposed by Alceste's connnand to tell only the 
"grete'' of stories about true women and false men who . 
betray them. By turns he will cut, rearrange, select, 
omit, add 1to or expand the material of his source. What-
ever treatment he uses, the .purpose seems to be primarily 
an enhancing of the character of the woman, either deleting 
detrimental qualities such as Cleopatra's or Me.dea • s 
fratrici:de, or Philomela and Procne·' s. ve~geance, or else 
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emphasizing good ones, such as Hypsipyle's generous • ' I 
• . 
. 
• 
. 
. 
. 
hospitality or the strong family love of Philomela and 
. 
. 
Procne. This praising of women is accompanied by a stress 
on the bad qualities of the men, e ~·g, .. , adding to the 
Jason-Hypsipyle section the deliberateness of his deceit 
and desertion of her, and assigning to him the lustful 
appetite that Guido had asserted belongs to all women. 1 
While this handling does not usually change the facts 
of the stories (two examples of slight change would be the 
transferring of Guido's statement about women to Jason, · 
and the reassigning of Ariadne's speech to Phaedra) his 
treatment definitely changes their effects. 
In some cases the women become new characters. Cleo-
patra, who is a cruel, ambitious seductress in Boccaccio, 
becomes a noble, courageous Queen and a lovingly faithful 
wife in Chaucer. As Guido and Ovid tell of Medea, she is 
a murdering, fiercely-vengeful sorceress; but as Chaucer 
"makes'' her, she is a victim of Fate, helplessly in love 
with but abandoned by a false husband. Philomela, a 
fiery-spirited young woman with a tongue capable of lash-
ing, who joins with Procne in horrible revenge according 
to Metamorphoses, is a helpless innocent, weeping patheti-
cally in Chaucer's version.. He does not seem, to have 
changed the character of Hypsipyle, but she is a part of 
Jason's story and Chaucer concentrates on his villainy 
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adding to Jason's opprobrium by the deliberateness of 
his unprovoked deception and intention to desert her. 
What Chaucer does for Ariadne is to develop her person-
ality frqm a stock princess saving the hero but deserted 
by his ingratitude, to an overly romantic opportunist, 
trying to write the script for a happy ending, but too 
naive to see the flaws in her plot. Her self-delusion is 
so obvious as to be amusing, even though her ending is 
predictably in grief. 
It is not necessary, however, to conclude that be-
cause Chaucer has so acted on these heroines, he has 
altered the, ~haracter or personality of each woman in 
his legends. Thisbe and Lucrece, for example, seem to be 
very close to their original versions in Ovid. What is 
apparent is that Chaucer does respect his sources, but is 
not ruled by them. "Where the source fills his need, he 
makes it his own; where it does not wholly suit his inten-
tions, he selects what he can use and acts upon it. Be-
cause critical analyses make comparisons as part of their 
technique, the critic's knowledge of the whole original 
story may stand in the way of accepting Chaucer's version. 
It needs to be recognized that Chaucer's women are like 
artists' portraits, sometimes copies of a master work (like 
· Mona Li·sa) and sometimes originals of a sub.j ect who has 
the same name and circumstantial setting as a master work 
,' 
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(e.g., a Leda--even with a swan!) 
Facing this fact, Cleopatra, Medea, and Philomela can 
be met and accepted as ·chauc·e·r' s women; n·ot as Boccaccio' s, 
Guido's or·Ovid's. Met and accepted as such, they can be 
appreciated and enjoyed because of Chaucer's stylistic-
skills and shifting emphases in tone. 
His style is usually direct and apparently effortless, 
yet it reveals a most careful attention to structure, vary-
ing from grammatical complexity to utmost simplicity. He 
arranges ideas and details carefully, and narrates clearly 
with passages of factual description (giving background), 
dramatic action (Cleopatra's sea battle), or personality-
revealing dialogue (Ariadne, Phaedra, and Theseus). Al-
though there is no abundance of imagery, where it does 
appear it is striking; e.g., the animal metaphors of Jason, 
the fox, or of Tereus, as a wolf or an eagle. His diction 
is remarkably effective for any purpose, being appropriately 
forceful, matter-of-fact, sly, practical, humorous or 
. gentle as required and is, of course, instrumental in set-
ting the tone of each legend. 
It is primarily the narrator who controls the tone 
thro~ghout these four legends. It is he who holds the 
( 
serious l.evel of which most of the story-telling consists. 
It is he who reveals the tender sympathy for each of the 
women as suffering unde.servedly--Cleopatra because of Fate, 
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the others ·because of betrayal by false men. In addition 
to sympathy, Cleopatra merits his admiration for her 
courage. Besides the serious and ·the sympathetic tones, 
the narrator provide~ the variations.· Cl~bp~tra's tone is 
informative as though historically £.actual. Hypsipy·le and 
Medea's include ·a~gry denunciation of Jason and matter-of-
f act description of situation and event; Ariadne's swings 
from angry to matter-of-fact, from highly amusing to deeply 
pathetic, and Philome·la's is grieved. 
It is also the narrator who maintains rapport with a 
listening audience, leading them through the Hall of Love's 
Heroines, not only introducing them and telling their 
stories, but a~~o g~ving hts _own personal comments and re-. - ..... -- . --- . . :~ -· . - .;-:- . ' . . . .... _. - . 
actions. His bright personality slips out time and again 
as he berates villains, sympathizes with the grieving women, 
or comments facetiously to his audience about the ups and 
downs of the game of love. According to the rules of 
these legends, the themes concentrate on the ''downs'' of 
that game. 
Because, in one form or another,· these themes are 
colillllon experience in our human condition, they can be 
judged as universal. As with Cleopatra, love can be so 
intense that nothing else--including life itself--has value 
without the beloved; as with Hypsipy.le, a trusting innocent 
is made ·sport of; with Medea, a passionate love risks all 
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for a ·handsome a.dveriturer and loses; with Ariadne, a 
desire to control another is.met with expedient acquiescence 
and even.tual rejection; with Philomela, an innocent weak 
person suffers at the hands of cruel strength. 
It must be concluded that the reading of the individ-
·ual legends can be a rewarding experience because of their 
artistic excellence e~idenced especially in response to the 
criteria applied: relationship.to sources and analysis of 
style, tone and theme. 
·9•-·a·· . 
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